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The purpose of this case study is to discover how the characteristics of a courageous follower are 
presented in the work of support staff in student involvement offices at select Midwest 
community colleges.  This qualitative case study is relevant to grounded theory and provides a 
method to cultivate concepts from data to further recognize the representation of courageous 
followership characteristics.  The research participants were four male and five female student 
affairs professionals working in student involvement offices.  Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with participants to gather the data.  The seven dimensions of courageous 
followership served as the themes of this case study, and the sub-themes were identified as self-
awareness, mindfulness, connection, communication, angst, situational, and strategize.  The 
courageous followership model was used as a conceptual framework for this case study, enabling 
support staff to address critical dimensions of contemporary follower-leader relationships to 
promote a better understanding of group dynamics within student involvement offices within 
student affairs.  
 
Key words: followership; courageous followership; leader-follower theory; courageous follower 
model; buy-in; subjective experiences; leader-follower collaboration
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The research in this dissertation is a case study of the presentation of courageous 
followership characteristics of support staff at select Midwest community colleges.  The study 
was based primarily upon face-to-face interviews with support staff in student involvement 
departments.  The dissertation proposal presents the background of the study, states the problem 
of the study, explains its significance, and presents a synopsis of the methodology that was used.  
The research concludes by stating the limitations of the study and outlining key terms.   
Background of the Study  
The existence of student affairs resulted from the growth of institutions of higher 
education.  In the early 1900s, the purpose of institutions of higher education, along with the 
change of the roles and tasks of faculty, and the changing demographics of students, resulted in a 
new organizational structure (Hamrick, Evans, & Schuh, 2002).  This new organizational 
structure allowed for staff to relieve faculty’s burden of helping students.  The new structure 
allowed for faculty to focus on academics. while student affairs professionals focused on the 
“well-being” of the student (Hamrick, Evans, & Schuh, 2002).   
In the mid-1930s, the American Council on Education selected a team to analyze student 
affairs employees’ practices in higher education (Hamrick, Evans, & Schuh, 2002).  The 
committee recommended 23 specific functions to be included in job descriptions of all student 
affairs professionals and include comprehending the distinct needs of students, the organization 
of programs and administration, and collaboration amongst the programs and the distinctive 
operation of the organization (Barr & Dessler, 2000).  In 1949, the recommendations were 
revised to include the importance of student progress and managerial organizing (Barr & Dessler, 
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2000).  A call for activism and demand for access ensued, along with the utilization of the GI Bill 
to assist student veterans, a change in social policy through legislation, significant changes 
within the profession caused by the Vietnam War, Civil Rights, Women’s Rights, rise of the 
student consumer, along with a change is vision for student affairs.  Student Affairs transitioned 
from being more of the personnel side, to the student development side (Barr & Dessler, 2000).  
The student development aspect created a new job description for the student affairs 
professional.   
Student affairs professionals became student development educators, accountable for the 
emotional and mental domains of students.  The changing nature of the profession created 
unintended consequences through campus unrest due to various factors, including tuition 
increase, unwanted guests on campus, and lack of resources, student affairs professionals have 
taken the brunt of these complaints, which resulted in tensions between faculty and staff 
regarding resources (Barr & Dessler, 2000).   
In the mid-1990s, there was a call for accountability.  This accountability consisted of the 
American College Personnel Association’s (ACPA) The Student Learning Imperative.  According 
to ACPA, this document is intended to encourage conversation and examine how student affairs 
professionals can intentionally create an environment that enriches student learning and personal 
development (Schroeder, 1995).   
Professionals within student affairs, who are often looked upon to create an intentional 
environment to enrich the leadership and development of college students. are within the 
capacity of student involvement staff (Owen, 2012).  Student involvement is also referred to as 
the office of student activities, student life, campus life, student engagement, or other names to 
refer to the co-curricular, transition, and engagement opportunities available on college and 
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university campuses.  Although an institution of higher education has a critical responsibility to 
fully integrate a student’s social wellness (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004), Bauer & 
Bennett (2003) reported that when students fully commit to being intentionally engaged within 
academics and co-curricular programming, the students find others with similar interests, have 
ownership of their role on campus, navigate relationships with faculty, and enhance critical 
thinking skillsets.   
According to Webber, Krylow, & Zhang (2013), as the role of student involvement 
offices on college campuses evolved, attention around mental health, basic needs, and other 
factors, played a bigger role in the academic success of a student, which resulted in more 
literature confirming the benefits of gaining invaluable skillsets for students.  The Carnegie 
Foundation, a commission of educators, petitioned for more opportunities to research student 
involvement, which led to the document, Reinventing Undergraduate Education: A Blueprint for 
America’s Research Universities (Boyer, 1998).  Within the research, student involvement areas 
have been evolving to include other functional responsibilities, which result in varying 
responsibilities for support staff.   
Webber, Krylow, and Zhang (2013) believed the work of student involvement staff is 
even more complex than the initial function of the office, due to added obligations of student 
concerns and intervention oversight.  Support staff within student involvement areas tend to be 
sought after to handle any issues within wellness, student utilization of campus resources, 
student crises, and programming.  Because of the increased responsibilities and the changes 
within the nature of the work, support staff may have had opportunities to make decisions on 
their own, or have the characteristics of a courageous follower to step in when leaders were not 
readily available.   
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According to Chaleff (2009), the most capable of followers will fail if they complain 
about their leaders but do not help them improve.  Chaleff (2009) introduced seven dimensions 
of courageous followership: The courage to assume responsibility, the courage to serve, the 
courage to challenge, the courage to participate in transformation, the courage to take moral 
action, the courage to speak to hierarchy, and the courage to listen to followers.  Chaleff (2009) 
explored the dynamics within followers and leaders to gain a better understanding of their 
relationship, decision-making abilities, and the work culture.   
Shamir, Pillai, and Bligh (2007) believed in an emerging follower-centric method to 
leadership with the assumption of a common purpose for both leaders and followers.  Burns 
(1978) is known to be one of the first contributors to the idea of followership.  In essence, Burns 
(1978) argued an improvement to the connection between a leader and a follower can be made 
through shared motivation and advancement that translates into followers taking on leadership 
roles, and leaders becoming moral agents.  Chaleff (2009) believed both leader and follower 
should justly elevate each other by acknowledging and supporting each other’s strengths, 
although uneasiness still existed with the term follower by invoking conformism, meekness, and 
failure to succeed.  As soon as society moves beyond these thoughts, society can normalize the 
thought of powerful followers supporting powerful leaders, which in turn will develop the 
ideology of having active, self-responsible, collaborative relationships in organizations (Chaleff, 
2009).   
The courage of followers develops as an efficient contributor to organizational success 
(Chaleff, 2009).  Within organizational success, student involvement support staff, who display 
courageous followership characteristics, will be able to express ideas or concerns in a productive 
manner and find effective ways to interact.  Effective communication, being globally conscious, 
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and having the ability to use quantitative and qualitative analyses to solve problems are just a 
few proficiencies leaders need in order to adjust to new roles and responsibilities.   
Theoretical Framework 
Numerous theories on leadership alone exist to choose without difficulty, but more and 
more literature is including the role of the follower, and the impact followers have had on 
organizational success by enhancing leadership skillsets (Avolio & Reichard, 2008; Riggio, 
2008; Zhu et al., 2011).  The leadership theories with followership components are described as 
follows: 
Leader-Follower Theory 
The leader-follower theory aligns with the concept of leadership undertaking followers’ 
roles, and followers undertaking leadership roles (Foster, 2010).  Foster (2010) specifies a 
structure of two or more people functioning as a collective.  Pitron (2008) suggested that the 
leader-follower theory conflicts with the modern leadership approach of traditionally relying 
upon a top-down approach, which invokes researchers to question the relevance of the traditional 
top-down method.  Pitron (2008) continued by asserting that followership would outgrow the 
typical role of subordination and compliance of structural responsibilities and create the prospect 
for pioneering followership that produces and augments growth within their leader. 
Transformational Leadership Theory 
Transformational leadership theory was first introduced by Burns (1978) as an approach 
to leadership, emphasizing on how leaders create a respected and constructive change within 
their followers.  Transformational Leadership is described as a change-agent approach in people.  
Burns (2013) defined transformational leadership in its perfect practice as enhancing the 
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inspiration, confidence, and presentation of followers through linking the followers’ sense of 
identity to the mission and uniqueness of the organization.   
Theory X and Theory Y 
Theory X and Theory Y are explained as two styles of management.  McGregor (2006) 
described Theory X as being the authoritarian type of environment and Theory Y as the 
participative environment.  The authoritative approach is used in situations with unmotivated 
followers who dislike their work and therefore need to be micromanaged.  On the other hand, 
McGregor (2006) viewed followers who took pride in the work environment as leaders who 
allow followers to take ownership and to trust their judgement as defining characteristics of a 
participative approach, better known as Theory Y.  McGregor (2006) described Theory Y as a 
more popular approach among organizations by allowing followers to have greater responsibility, 
professional development, and overall ownership of thriving in a more collective, trust-based 
setting between leaders and followers.  This style of management adopts the notion that 
employees are: 
• Content to work on their own creativity, 
• Further involved in result-driven decisions, 
• Enthusiastic to complete their responsibilities, 
• Relish in taking possession of their job responsibilities, 
• Pursue and undertake responsibility with slight direction, 
• View job as satisfying and stimulating, 
• Resolve complications inventively and resourcefully. 
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In the case of better understanding support staff and within the area of student affairs aligning 
with support staff presenting courageous followership characteristics, Theory Y gives leadership 
within organizations a hopeful and affirmative opinion of their respective followers.  
Conceptual Framework 
Figure 1 
Followership Style. (Chaleff, 2009, p. 40). 
 
Figure 1. (Chaleff, 2009) is a two-axis illustration allowing followers to better 
comprehend their skillsets and opportunity for development.  The followership style model 
exhibits the support the follower gives to leadership, as well as, how eager the follower is to 
stand up to the style or vision of leadership, and how comfortable followers are to step in when 
leadership is not present.  Chaleff (2009) emphasized the value for followers to realize where 
they fall on the followership style model to easily identify initial predispositions with expected 
position within management.  Through this followership style model, support staff will be able to 
become a healthier, courageous follower by strategizing a pathway to grow.   
According to Figure 1. (Chaleff, 2009), Quadrant 1 is identified as the partner with high 
support and high challenge.  This type of follower will give support to leadership but will not 
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hesitate to challenge or question behavior and procedures.  The partner is very dependable and 
always willing to grow within the organization.   
The implementor, also known as Quadrant II, falls within high support and low challenge.  
Chaleff (2009) categorized this quadrant, or type of follower, as a favorite of leadership.  This 
type of follower will be able to get the job done without requiring added instructions or 
oversight.  The implementor will not likely challenge leadership but may be a little resistant to 
grow within the organization.    
The followership style model moves into low support with Quadrant III, known as the 
individualist.  The individualist has high challenge capabilities and is not fearful to voice 
differing ideas to create a balance within group decisions.  For this quadrant, too much criticism 
can result in the follower feeling weary about belonging within the organization.  
 Lastly, Quadrant IV, the resource, is a low support, low challenge follower.  The resource 
are hard workers and will give an extra hand. This type of follower will more than likely not 
have work as a priority.   
Figure 2 




Additionally, Kelley’s (1988) followership style model focused on five styles with two 
key components, critical thinking, and behavior (see Figure 2.).  The critical thinking component 
allows followers to be mindful of surroundings and organizational needs. The active behavior 
within followers allows for people to take initiative to get a job done without waiting for others.   
Grounded on the idea of critical thinking and active behavior, Kelley (1988) believed in 
two ranges: being independent versus dependent; and secondly, being active versus passive.  
Kelley (1988) created five followership styles based off the two ranges.  The five followership 
styles are described as follows: 
• Effective: A follower who is an independent, critical thinker, demonstrating active 
behavior.  The effective follower is dependable to all within the organization.  Conflict 
and risk are not an issue with the effective follower.  Rather, they manage well with 
change and organizational needs.   
• Conformist: The conformist follower is enthusiastic to contribute and will not question 
policies and procedures.  This follower will avoid any disagreements with anyone within 
the organization.   They will protect leadership at all costs.  
• Passive: The passive follower does not show effort or initiative, which may be caused by 
surviving in a toxic organizational environment resulting from a culture filled with 
negativity.  
• Alienated: The alienated follower is very pensive and often criticizes behind the scenes. 
A sense of not being able to advance within the organization, not being promoted, and 
being negative is associated with the alienated follower.   
• Pragmatic Survivor: The pragmatic survivor can adjust to any situation, resulting in 
showing characteristics of various follower styles.  The pragmatic survivor is also one of 
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the first followers to foreshadow a decline in organizational culture. This person should 
be utilized to ensure a thriving work environment.    
Kelley (1988) believed in organizations thriving from having all exemplary followers but 
also understood that it was unlikely for organizations to have all followers be exemplary.  Kelley 
(1988) believed in needing all types of followers to remedy any negative culture change before 
becoming a concern.   
Problem Statement 
The success of a student involvement department can be measured by the outcomes of the 
goals set forth by leadership.  Although the position of a support staff member is to do exactly 
what their title states, many times, the support staff leads the organization to the anticipated 
outcome of organizational goals.  There is a paucity of literature focusing on how a support staff 
member does the job, but rather emphasizes on a description of a support staff position.    
Sandeen and Barr (2014) indicated that a number of support staff within the student 
affairs profession do not intentionally decide to work within the areas of student affairs, 
including student involvement.  Rather, support staff tend not to fully understand the mission of 
student affairs before beginning their professional careers, which causes a disparity in the 
commitment to the role within student affairs, more specifically, student involvement areas.  
Student involvement areas focus on event planning, with experiences in program development as 
co-curricular activities.  As a result of the lack of pertinent information concerning the worth and 
significance of support staff, subjective experiences of these support staff members working 
within student involvement areas may be the single option, due to a lack of theoretical 
framework research.   
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According to Whyte (2015), there is a substantial lack of consideration for talent 
management.  More research pertaining to followership and student affairs support staff is 
needed.  Whyte (2015) affirmed that an increase of professional development opportunities 
would immensely increase the value of support staff within student affairs areas.  Specifically, 
various areas of student affairs can create their own review of how to enhance organizational 
success through the attainment of departmental goals.   
The support staff serve as the front line of the department and, on various occasions, need 
to make decisions.  Student Involvement departments are burdened to meet the demands of 
students, due to additional tasks beyond the traditional function of a student involvement office.  
Colleges and universities have been impacted by a number of internal and external influences, 
which affect the operation and mission of serving students (Kuk, 2012).  The influences include, 
but are not limited to, decreasing resources and the increase of demands for accountability to 
address emerging challenges, which have expanded and evolved (Kuk, 2012).                     
 A way to explore the function of support staff within student involvement departments is 
to observe the way the job is being done rather than what the job description entails.  The 
followership framework creates an opportunity to comprehend how support staff intermingles 
with their boss or in followership language, the leader.  The dynamics of the relationship can be 
taken a step further through the lens of a courageous follower.  Chaleff (2009) described 
courageous followership as a new model of a follower.  The courageous follower model provides 
leaders with active support through mindfulness of allowing followers to speak their truth and 
allowing the leaders to fully understand what is being told to them.  Chaleff (2009) asserted that 
courageous followership is an evolving path to true partnership between the leader and follower.  
Courageous followership is designed with seven characteristics: the courage to assume 
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responsibility, the courage to serve, the courage to challenge, the courage to participate in 
transformation, the courage to take moral action, the courage to speak to hierarchy, and the 
courage to listen to followers, to offer followers an opportunity to better serve their boss.  
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this case study was to discover how the characteristics of a Courageous 
Follower were presented in the work of support staff in student involvement offices at select 
Midwest Community Colleges.  For the purpose of this research, Courageous Follower 
characteristics are defined as the courage to assume responsibility, the courage to serve, the 
courage to challenge, the courage to participate in transformation, the courage to take moral 
action, the courage to speak to hierarchy, and the courage to listen to followers (Chaleff, 2009).  
Chaleff (2009) believed that leaders nor followers can achieve ideal success without the other, 
particularly in a setting where technology and data are continuously changing.  
Significance of the Study 
The Courageous Followership Model was used as a conceptual framework for this case 
study.  Student Affairs, more specifically, Student Involvement offices have evolved to oversee 
more than student activities, rather an overall function catering to student needs and wellness.  
Due to this evolution, the responsibilities of support staff have grown to allow support staff to 
address critical dimensions of contemporary follower-leader relations.  This study examined the 
role of support staff and the relationship between leadership/followership through the 
presentation of courageous followership characteristics to contribute to further understanding of 




Overview of Methodology 
The qualitative case study approach was used in this study to discover any presence of 
courageous follower characteristics in support staff of student involvement offices in select 
Midwest community colleges.  This case study is considered exploratory due to specific 
experiences depicted by a paucity of detailed research, particularly within a specific research 
setting limiting the choice of methodology and having no particular set of outcomes.   
According to Patton (1990), qualitative methods allowed the researcher to approach the 
research without being compelled by predetermined sets of analysis and permits the researcher to 
analyze the topic carefully.  A theoretical framework based on the paradigms of Theory Y 
(McGregor, 2006) emphasized the support staff’s interest in their work, desire to be self-
directing and to pursue accountability, including capacity to be resourceful in solving problems. 
This was established to position the methodology for this case study within the qualitative 
research literature.    
Research Design 
Qualitative methods will be used to gain a profound understanding of the views of people 
concerning a specific phenomenon (Merriam, 2009).  Qualitative research allows the researcher 
to gather data from a range of resources, assess data, and present results (Yin, 2011).  Therefore, 
as demonstrated, this study will be qualitative in nature. 
For the purpose of this case study, an exploratory approach was implemented due to the 
focus on the abilities of a person, as well as, societal influences that quantitative methods 
habitually ignore (Holstein & Gubrium, 2002).  The research design explored characteristics of 
courageous followers present in support staff in student involvement offices at select Midwest 
community colleges.  Yin (2011) suggested three conditions in order to use a case study method: 
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“How” or “Why” questions must be answered to affirm the purpose of a case study, researcher 
has minimal power over what happens, and the emphasis of the research should focus on a 
modern phenomenon within an existing setting.   
According to Creswell (2014, p. 97), “real-life, contemporary bounded system (a case) or 
multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data collection involving 
multiple sources of information.”  The researcher used the case study method to interview 
participants who are professional employees working as support staff in student involvement 
offices in select Midwest community colleges.  Support staff in student involvement offices often 
include Associate/Assistant Directors, Managers, Coordinators, Specialists, Administrative 
Assistants, and Secretaries.   
Research Questions 
Bufkin (2015) described qualitative research as a process that is commonly used to give 
people a voice while researching a specific topic.  Qualitative research questions are open ended 
and develop as the researcher considers and reassesses the wide-ranging themes of their study 
(Collins & Stockton, 2018).  
Research Question: 
1. How are the seven dimensions of a Courageous Follower conveyed in the work of 
support staff in student involvement offices at select Midwest Community Colleges?   
Data Collection 
A qualitative study of the exploration of courageous follower characteristics present in 
support staff of student involvement offices in select Midwest community colleges was 
proposed, using semi-structured face to face interviews as the primary research approach.  The 
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participants were asked 9 open-ended interview questions found in Appendix A.  
 All interviews were audio-recorded using open-ended interview questions (See Appendix 
A).  The researcher used a thematic content analysis method by assigning initial codes to the data 
to label the content.  Links between themes were used to enhance the researcher’s 
comprehension of courageous follower characteristics within support staff of student 
involvement office in select Midwest community colleges.   
Procedures 
 The first step in this study was to determine how many and which Midwest community 
colleges to select.  The researcher selected three community colleges.  The researcher has a 
connection to community colleges in the Midwest, and the findings of this study will influence 
the researchers future work.  Once Institutional Research Board (IRB) approved the research, the 
researcher contacted participants through email which included a researcher introduction, 
purpose of the study, expectations, and an outline of what their contributions will entail.  After 
participants were contacted, the researcher scheduled a face to face interview with each 
participant.   
Limitations 
There were a few limitations expected with this study, including a sole focus on Midwest 
community college’s, a singular emphasis on student involvement areas, which encompassed a 
small component within divisions of student affairs, and a limited number of participants.   
Definition of Key Terms 
Followership         
 Followership refers to a position assumed by people in an organization, team, or group. It 
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is the capacity of an individual to actively follow a leader.  Followership is the mutual social 
development of leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2013).  
Courageous Followership 
 Courageous Followership is a method for a follower to deliver great support for 
leaders by forming settings allowing followers to speak up and suggests an evolving pathway to 
true partnership between leaders and followers (Chaleff, 2009).   
Mindfulness 
 Mindfulness means being cognizant of our views, approaches, feelings, and setting, 
through a supporting lens (Passfield, 2018).  
Summary 
To summarize, this study examined the roles of support staff within student involvement 
offices in select Midwest community colleges, exploring if courageous followership 
characteristics were present.  Due to the changing landscape of student involvement, support 
staff need to be able to support their leader to not only contribute to, but attain, organizational 






II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
The purpose of this case study was to discover how the characteristics of a courageous 
follower are presented in the work of support staff in student involvement offices at select 
Midwest community colleges.  This research defined courageous follower characteristics as the 
courage to assume responsibility, to serve, to challenge, to participate in transformation, to take 
moral action, to speak to hierarchy, and to listen to followers (Chaleff, 2009).  According to 
Chaleff (2009), neither leaders, nor followers, can achieve ideal success without the other, 
particularly in a setting where technology and data are continuously changing.  This chapter 
focuses on literature considering the key definitions of leadership, followership, and courageous 
followership. 
Leadership 
According to Kark and Van Dijk (2017), the effectiveness of leadership, and the influence 
it has on followers, can best be understood through an adequate understanding of leader-focused 
theories and leader-follower theories. Kark and Van Dijk (2017) also mentioned that motivation of 
people, or more precisely followers, is the main component of leadership development. Day et al. 
(2014) and Owusu-Bempah (2014) believed that the literature on effective leadership behavior of 
people in leadership positions was clouded by debate. The following debate refers to previous 
leadership studies in which leaders were portrayed as heroic and saviors of followers. Day et al. 
(2014) reviewed the theoretical literature on leadership and the systematic study of leadership 
development, while examining intrapersonal and interpersonal concerns associated with the 
experiences that progress in achieving effective leadership and promoting leadership skills, and 
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examined the organizational and logical concerns within research. Owusu-Bempah (2014), 
however, believed that, given the public's growing moral failure and the obstacles facing leaders, 
the usefulness of earlier leadership studies justifying effective leadership is questionable. Owusu-
Bempah (2014) found that attention to the conclusion-centered approach grew when describing 
effective leadership, with understanding of effective followers being subjective.  
Owusu-Bempah (2014) offered the Q method as an arduous substitute that could gather 
and explore individual biases to analyze and question, exclusive of personal sentiments of the 
researcher. Zabala (2014) also believed in the Q method as a way to explore different perspectives 
that exist between groups. According to Zabala (2014), the Q method allowed focus on 
multifaceted issues in which personal subjectivity is implicated. The Q method could be used to 
identify different approaches to learning, identity and leadership style. Both Owusu-Bempah 
(2014) and Zabala (2014) explained the Q-method process, as illustrated in Figure 3, to examine 
the perspectives of participants who symbolize different positions on a subject. For the purpose of 
the case study of the researcher, the consideration of human assessments in a number of colloquial 
contexts is important. Zabala (2014) indicated that the data collection within the Q method is 
comprised of a set of arranged statements expressive of all conceivable thoughts. The Q method 
enables the exploration of human experience through a characteristic semi-qualitative method in 
five steps. These steps are: 
Figure 3.  




• Concourse Definition:  The computation of all thing’s participants say or think about 
an issue being explored.  
• Selection of the Q set:  The selection of topic and statements best suited for the Q 
method are topics with a variety of opinions.  The questions must be articulated by 
way of subjective judgements.   
• Selection of the P set:  Selecting participants for Q method can be used with a variety 
of participant sizes through sampling approaches.   
• Q Sort & Interview: The study implementation step gives participants a set of 
assertions, then they autonomously categorize the assertions according to their 
opinions on the issue.    
• Q Factor Analysis:  This step allows qualitative and quantitative analysis to be used 
for developing similar groups centered around their connections.  The qualitative 
understanding of the assertions is used for understanding the differences across 
participants.   
Mitiku, Hondeghem, and Troupin (2017) examined the leadership roles that managers 
embody in their environment. They used the Q-method approach to fully understand the 
subjective experiences of the managers. The Q method enabled managers to design the 
classifications and characterizations of leadership roles. The data from the research of Mitiku, 
Hondeghem, and Troupin (2017) comes from 51 participants identified as managers in their 
respective organizations. Centered on the findings of the 51 participants, the researchers found 
three distinct models of roles; change agents, empathetic leaders, and result positioned 
pragmatists. According to Mitiku, Hondeghem, and Troupin (2017), looking at the framework of 
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desired leadership roles could lead to productivity when it comes to organizational initiatives that 
influence followers. 
Another study that conveyed the influence of leaders on followers was the research that 
conceptualized organizational culture through the influence of leaders, which was investigated 
by Chong et al. (2018). Chong et al. (2018) examined the connections between the organization, 
leadership, and support staff. In particular, Chong et al. (2018) focused their research on a 
mediation model by observing what methods managers used to influence the connection between 
organizational culture and outcomes. The researchers engaged more than 300 employees to 
determine that a supportive and task-oriented leadership style is necessary to have an innovative, 
detailed team culture. Chong et al. (2018) found that a supportive and task-oriented leadership 
style was significantly greater than other leadership approaches. The study also postulated an 
exploratory assumption that different leadership cultures may have varying stages of 
effectiveness in shaping the influence on support staff.  
Mitiku, Hondeghem, and Troupin (2017) and Chong et al. (2018) both led to a significant 
result that broadens our understanding of the results of leadership among followers. Both results 
improve leadership theory, because they methodically assessed approaches to leadership style 
and influence tactics. The relationship between Mitiku, Hondeghem, and Troupin (2017), Chong 
et al. (2018), and the purpose of the researcher's case study, helped to discover parallels between 
the presence of courageous followers in support staff, and the influence of leaders on followers.  
To be an effective leader who positively influences followers, Johansen (2017) examined 
the communication styles of leaders, more specifically, communication styles during a crisis. The 
aim of the study by Johansen (2017) was to provide a better understanding of how managers 
recognize and deal with different situations. The management of the situations can influence 
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followership. Johansen (2017) conducted 12 semi-structured interviews with different leaders 
who were considered experts in crisis consultation. Johansen (2017) found that communication 
styles are in a transition field. The transition has led to a shift to involving other stakeholders, 
such as followers. The findings of the experts surveyed are helping to transform the way 
effective leaders communicate and the skills needed to convey their message effectively. 
Constructive communication, competence, and skills, as well as encouraging characters, usually 
merge into the core of efficient leaders (Chandler, 2019).  
In a national survey, Chandler (2019) surveyed more than 100 experienced managers and 
supervisors to consider aspects of leadership. In the study, participants were asked to think about 
their colleagues, either as a team or as part of an emergency scenario. Participants were also 
asked to postulate examples of leadership characteristics. The results allowed Chandler (2019) to 
highlight 14 skills of an effective leader who represented the best types of individuals to guide a 
team through different situations. It is imperative for any leaders of an organization to understand 
the role of an effective leader in order to gauge the qualities of an effective follower (Suda, 
2013). Chandler’s (2019) 14 skillsets of an effective leader are as follows: 
• Coordinated: An effective leader has well developed management skills.  
• Decisive: An effective leader thrives through a crisis without hesitation to act.   
• Experienced: Leaders should have the capability to be effective through past 
involvement.   
• Goal-Oriented:  Effective leaders set goals, both short- and long-term goals, with an 
outline to achieve the goals.   
• Able to Communicate:  Effective leaders create dialogue, not debate to offer 
important information.    
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• Able to Facilitate:  Effective leaders do not thrive with authority, instead, they thrive 
by enabling input from others to be heard. 
• Able to Handle Stress:  Effective leaders have the capacity to stay composed and 
attentive during tumultuous phases.  
• Able to Listen:  The effective leader fully immerses themselves to listening by 
actively processing input from followers. 
• Open-Minded:  An effective leader is not inflexible nor hard-headed, but open to 
opposing views.  
• Responsible:  An effective leader provides affirmations for the whole team and 
protects the team from outside negativity.    
• Able to Prioritize:  Effective leaders logistically identify concerns in order to 
oversee the ability to determine other resolutions.   
• Able to Think Critically:  An effective leader develops resolution exploration and 
critical-thinking skills to examine potential solutions.   
• Adaptive:  An effective leader has the ability to acclimate to changing conditions 
without limiting the success of a leader. 
• Trained and Prepared:  An effective leader is comprehensively well-informed of the 
organizational policies and the abilities of followers. 
According to Chandler (2019), three of the 14 effective leadership skills are often cited as 
the top skills required for individual effectiveness: training, listening, and decision-making. The 
top skill sets can be considered as the central factors that are associated with the substantial 
scope of effectiveness. The best skills can be taught and established through preparation and 
training from research. Riggio (2014) explained that leadership research recognizes leadership as 
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a development established by leaders and followers. Efficient followers are prominent allies in 
the leadership process, drawing up and implementing a vision and taking the initiative to exert 
influence (Hoption, 2014). Nevertheless, followers are often overlooked in executive 
development, and support staff are not drawn into the discussion and decision-making process 
without proven knowledge, but rather enter into the background when decisions have already 
been made (Kline, 2019).  
Followership  
Bufalino (2018) indicated that leadership had progressed, and organizational efficacy had 
become the result of the leader’s ability.  Nevertheless, little reference to followership had been 
made because of the damaging label society had on followership.  Bufalino (2018) conducted a 
case study of active followership to provide better information regarding followership by 
exhibiting a holistic methodology that envisions leaders and followers equally as initiators of 
leadership.  Bufalino (2018) assessed a collection of expert-led research papers with the goal of 
expanding the conversation revolving around followership.  Bufalino (2018) also proposed a 
realistic inference for followership growth by supporting the value of followership through 
advocating for both leadership and followership skillsets to be cohesive to refining 
organizational effectiveness.   
Further research on the role of followership and organizational effectiveness through 
transformative leadership was conducted by Khan et al. (2019). Khan et al. (2019) explored the 
role of followership by viewing followership through the lens of evolving followership, rather 
than the conventional leader-centric model. Khan et al. (2019) utilized quantitative data by 
gathering responses from 500 employees through a survey. The data resulted in the commitment 
and autonomous critical thinking of the followers, who confidently influenced the paradigms of 
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leadership: ideal effect, inspiring enthusiasm, rational encouragement, and personalized 
reflection.  
The results between Bufalino (2018) and Khan et al. (2019) suggested that leaders needed 
to pay attention to the development of followers in order to achieve improved follower outcomes 
that help establish robust interactions with leaders. Both studies demonstrated the importance of 
cultivating an environment that accepts the development of followers and builds strong 
relationships with leaders. The results traced the author's hypothesis back to research on 
courageous followers in support staff at select community colleges in the Midwest.  
Kellerman (2007) considered followership as being channeled by people yearning to be 
themselves rather than a desire to be altered. Kellerman (2007) also mentioned that followers 
who are granted autonomy tend to be satisfied with their efforts and aspire to be part of 
organizational success. Followers who are not content with themselves follow to become 
someone different.  
Another way to strengthen followership is to identify the different types of followers. It 
was previously mentioned that it is imperative for any leaders of an organization to understand 
the role of an effective leader in order to gauge the qualities of an effective follower (Suda, 
2013).  It is also imperative to understand the role and type of follower to improve effectiveness. 
Effective followership enhances organizational success by supporting and challenging 
leadership. The literature identified styles or types that typically distinguish between four 
different types that vary between a follower who is minimally involved in a group and one who 
is an essential part of a group's triumph (Chaleff, 2009; Kellerman, 2008; Kelley, 1992). Hicks 
(2018) examined how research into Kelley's (1992) follower theory and practical application 
included five follower types.  
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Hicks (2018) examined this study using a revised 20-question form from Kelley's The 
Followership Questionnaire and open-ended answers from educators. According to Hicks 
(2018), 559 educators completed the survey. The results were examined for associations between 
demographic characteristics of teachers, as well as follower types. The study was carried out in 
three phases. First, the follower questionnaire, originally used by Kelley (1992), was revised to 
better meet the needs of the participants. Secondly, the questionnaire was delivered electronically 
to the participants. Third, the data was analyzed in two phases: 1) demographic data were 
statistically analyzed (SPSS) to describe follower types; and 2) chi-square analyses were used to 
investigate the relationships between participant demographics and follower types.  
Hicks (2018) then coded qualitatively to help identify participants' opinions on how to 
support their leaders. Participants were selected from a follower perspective based on their 
current leadership responsibilities in education and their likely positive impact on leadership. 
Hicks (2018) found that most of the participants were exemplary followers and advocated the 
development of a new educational followership model to identify specific followership types for 
educators. As mentioned earlier, Hicks (2018) used Kelley's (1992) study, which theorized five 
types of followers: alienated, passive, conformist, pragmatic, and exemplary. According to 
Kelley (1992), followers who are not exemplary can become exemplary through precise action. 
The follower styles are: 
Figure 4.  




• The Alienated Follower: These followers scored high on independent and critical 
thinking and low on active engagement.  They saw themselves as being the “devil’s 
advocate” within a group and acting as the organization’s conscience.  However, 
others view these followers as cynical, headstrong, and adversarial.  A change in 
approach has usually caused alienated followers to step down from being exemplary.  
In many instances, this change may have been caused by leadership transition with a 
non-supportive approach to organizational goals. 
• The Passive Follower: This follower scored low on self-thinking and effective 
commitment in Kelley’s (1992) model.  These followers believe that they should only 
take action when directed, and that they should rely on the judgment of their leader.  
These followers’ peers likely view them as not doing their fair share of the work and 
requiring a great deal of supervision.  Followers with this style are micromanaged by 
leadership, not allowed to make organizational decisions, and may not want to be a 
follower, so they do the least work possible. 
• The Conformist: This follower scored low on independent and critical thinking and 
high on active engagement.  Conformists view themselves as team players who help 
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to minimize conflict within the organization (Kelley, 1992).  These followers may 
come off as not having vision and have leaders who are controlling.  These followers 
may also belong to an inflexibly structured organization that dictates how 
organizational members perform. 
• The Pragmatic Follower: This follower scored in the middle on both independent 
and critical thinking, as well as active engagement.  This type of follower views 
herself/himself as being able to get things done within the organization and being 
attentive to changes in organizational politics (Kelley, 1992).  This follower knows 
how to play the political game within an organization and is able to deal with any 
organizational culture that may seem unbalanced. 
• The Exemplary Follower: This is the ideal follower type in Kelley’s (1992) model.  
This follower scored high in both independent and critical thinking and active 
engagement.  This individual is viewed as an independent thinker who is willing to 
challenge leaders when needed.  Exemplary followers are considered actively 
engaged and willing to use their talents for the benefit of the organization even in the 
face of challenges.  These followers will go above and beyond what is asked of them 
and add value to any organization.  Exemplary followers build on relationships within 
the organization and use these relationships to navigate organizational success. 
Furthermore, Kelley (1992) suggested that followers should stop being what others want 
them to be and use their skills by outlining seven paths to followership. These paths are: 
• The Apprentice: This is a follower who is motivated by the desire to become a 
leader. Apprentices understand that they need to “learn the ropes” by proving 
themselves as followers.  
28 
• The Disciple: This follower is one who places themselves into a relationship with a 
leader so that they can receive a body of knowledge.  Over time, the disciple typically 
becomes a convert to the leader’s point of view.  
• The Mentee: This follower seeks out leaders who can help him/her mature 
personally.  Mentees may not want to be leaders, but they do seek to be better people. 
• The Comrade: This person is a follower who desires to be part of something bigger 
than herself/himself.  This individual wants to be part of a team or group that is 
working toward a common goal.  Comrades seek the intimacy and social support that 
comes with being part of a collective.  
• The Loyalist: This follower follows due to a sense of duty or obligation to a leader.  
This individual may follow a leader from one organization to another if the leader 
changes jobs.  The loyalist’s motivations are similar to those of a comrade, but the 
loyalist enjoys a one-on-one relationship with the leader he/she chooses to follow as 
opposed to being part of a group.  Loyalists follow not for the opportunity for 
personal growth but because they are committed to an individual leader.  
• The Dreamer: This follower is one who is committed to following his/her personal 
dreams more than following a particular leader.  Since his/her dream is the focus, 
his/her role as a follower or leader is less important.  Followers may choose to follow 
a particular leader because of the message the leader imparts or because the leader 
embodies a desired cause or idea.  For the dreamer, the leader is secondary. 
• The Lifeway: This follower who has chosen this path may decide that more can be 
accomplished by complementing a leader and his or her talents than by competing 
with that person to be the leader.   
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Each follower typology usually has different ways of measuring individual follower 
characteristics, and each typology typically has an ideal follower style (Whyte, 2015). Followers 
can engage to improve their ability to contribute positively to their organization by understanding 
their own follower style. Whyte (2015) examined the role of support staff who are considered the 
secondary in command to senior-level student affairs professionals using Chaleff’s (2009) 
courageous followership model. Whyte (2015) believed in mindfulness of follower styles, such 
as Kelley's (1992) seven ways to become a follower and five traits of a follower, to help leaders 
understand how to better collaborate with support staff so that support staff can increase their 
impact on organizational success. 
Whyte (2015) used a qualitative research design and interviewed 15 student affairs 
professionals who would be considered support staff, more specifically, second in command to 
senior-level student affairs professionals.  Utilizing various followership typologies (Zaleznik, 
1965; Kelley, 1992; Kellerman, 2008; and Chaleff, 2009), Whyte (2015) found that the study 
discovered that while most typologies applied to the work of the support staff, there are some 
characteristics that are not as present to the same level as others.  The findings also disclosed that 
connections to leaders are significant to support staff.  Although Whyte (2015) specifically 
focused on Chaleff’s (2009) courageous followership model and found that the relationship 
between support staff and senior-level student affairs professionals was vital in enabling their 
capacity to exhibit behaviors associated with the courageous follower model, Whyte (2015) also 
attributed findings through research of other followership typologies, such as, Zaleznik’s (1965) 
types of subordinates, Kellerman’s (2008) followership model, and as previously mentioned, 
Kelley’s (1992) models.           
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In line with other studies that focused on followership, the theoretical framework for 
follower style typologies, such as Zaleznik (1965), Kelley (1992), Kellerman (2008), and Chaleff 
(2009) was also used to study global organizations. Read (2018) examined the role of leadership 
assistants in global organizations. Similar to the author’s research, Read (2018) used a qualitative 
case study design to interview six participants who could be able to influence leaders’ decisions. 
Based on the interviews, Read (2018) found that all participants developed a strong and gullible 
relationship with their boss to manage their responsibilities competently and boldly stand up for 
their leader, so that their leader could successfully devote more time and effort to the tactical 
development of the organization. Read (2018) discovered four consistent themes: (1) decision-
making; (2) competence and effectiveness; (3) gatekeeping; and (4) trusting relationship. 
Fundamentals of all four themes were present in each of the participant’s data. The follower 
typologies mentioned are defined below. 
Zaleznik’s Follower Typology       
 Zaleznik (1965) conducted a revolutionary study of followership and referred to 
followers as subordinates. Kellerman (2008) noted that Zaleznik was one of the first specialists 
in leadership to argue that followers were vital in an organization with differences between them, 
and that differences were important in both theory and practice (p. 77). Zaleznik's work is based 
on a psychological framework used to analyze followers in organizations. Followership measures 
the beginning of an action within an organization. In Zaleznik’s model, this intersection produces 
four types of subordinates: impulsive, compulsive, masochistic, and withdrawn. These types can 





Zaleznik’s Followership Model 
 
 
• The Impulsive Subordinate: These subordinates are viewed as rebellious and fond 
of challenging authority.  Although these subordinates can have a negative impact on 
an organization, they can also have a positive impact if they use their impulsive 
nature to constructively assert their opinions concerning issues impacting the 
organization. 
• The Compulsive Subordinate: These subordinates seek to control others, but they 
do so through passive means.  According to Zaleznik (1965), these individuals often 
feel guilty about their desire to control others, are indecisive, and deny responsibility 
for their actions. 
• The Masochistic Subordinate: These individuals want to submit to and be 
controlled by an authority figure.  In certain organizations, such subordinates might 
be prone to injuring themselves as a way to seek the attention and empathy of others 
and have their actions subject to more control by others.  These individuals may also 
be more apt to make mistakes in their work that invite criticism from their superiors.  
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They have a tendency to champion the cause of the underdogs whom they see as 
having little influence in an organization. 
• The Withdrawn Subordinate: As the name implies, these individuals focus inward 
and do not demonstrate interest in the work they do in the organization.  These 
individuals lack trust and interest and, as a result, are not easily influenced by 
superiors.  When these subordinates do their work, they generally do the bare 
minimum required.  Although these individuals may not be happy with the state of 
their career, they are not likely to leave their current organization and may even give 
favorable evaluations of the organization and their superiors.   
Kellerman’s Followership Model 
Kellerman (2008) has proposed a scale (Figure 3) focusing on the levels of engagement 
for followers that labels followers on one end as being disconnected and not offering anything to 
leadership or goals, and followers on the other end as being committed and invested in leadership 
and goals.  Kellerman’s (2008) scale identifies five types of followers – isolated, bystander, 
participant, activist, and diehard – that are described as: 
Figure 6 
Kellerman Followership Model 
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• The Isolate: These followers are completely detached (Kellerman, 2008).  They are 
very alienated and therefore are not committed to their leaders.  These followers do 
their jobs without any energy or enthusiasm.  Although engagement is not present, 
isolated followers continue to impact the organization by being more engaged if 
detachment issues are addressed. 
• The Bystander: This follower is similar to the isolated follower in that he/she is not 
very engaged, but unlike the isolated follower, the bystander makes a deliberate 
choice to just observe and not be involved within the organization (Kellerman, 2008).  
This type of follower understands the culture of the organization but decides to do 
what is in his/her best interest.  Similar to the isolated follower, engagement can be 
achieved if the reason for the alienation is addressed.  
• The Participant: This follower is somewhat engaged and invested in the 
organization and/or leader, although the engagement is not always positive 
(Kellerman, 2008).  This type of follower’s engagement can manifest itself as support 
or opposition for an organization and/or its leader.  Leaders desire this type of 
follower, but if this follower does not align with the values and vision of the leader, 
problems will arise. 
• The Activist: This follower has strong feelings about his/her leader and is seen as 
energetic and eager (Kellerman, 2008).  Activists are heavily invested in their leader 
and/or the organization, which can propel them to work hard to support their leader or 
to oppose them.  When activists support their leaders; they are allies and are often 
part of the leader’s inner circle.  
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• The Diehard: This follower may be willing to put his/her life and physical wellbeing 
at risk for a cause in which he/she believes and, in some instances, may even be 
literally willing to die for a strongly held belief (Kellerman, 2008).  The object of 
diehards’ extraordinarily strong beliefs can be an individual, an idea, or both 
(Kellerman, 2008).  This type of follower is rare and the level of commitment that 
diehards demonstrate typically only emerges in dire situations (Kellerman, 2008). 
Chaleff’s Courageous Followership Dimensions     
 According to Martin (2015), followership remains to be a needed area to research in the 
greater scheme of leadership through various research and analysis, such as a comprehensive 
analysis of the connection between leadership styles and courageous followership, suggesting the 
development of a new understanding of the topic.  Chaleff (2009) has described courageous 
followership as having the courage to (a) assume responsibility, (b) serve, (c) challenge, (d) 
participate in transformation, (e) take moral action, (f) speak to hierarchy, and (g) listen to 
followers.  Chaleff (2009) has referred to courageous followership as a new model of 
followership where followers strategically structure themselves and their relationships with 
leadership.  According to Chaleff (2009), “a central problem in the leader-follower relationship is 
its tendency to become a parent-child relationship, a relationship in which the follower is 
dependent and unable to relate to the leader on an equal footing” (p. 4).        
Courageous Followership         
 Chaleff (2009) has suggested that effective followers become accountable and engaged 
through the seven dimensions of the courageous followership model.  Ghias, Hassan, and 
Masood (2018) believed that learning courageous followership behavior benefits leaders in 
procuring exemplary behavior to see their function as responsible and dependable within an 
35 
organization.  Ghias, Hassan, and Masood (2018) studied courageous followership to expand the 
literature focusing on the influence courageous followership has on leadership.    
 Ghias, Hassan, and Masood (2018) recruited 649 participants from the public and private 
sector, who identified as managerial staff, to complete a questionnaire.  Chaleff’s (2009) 
dimensions of the courageous followership model were used to explore the theory of courageous 
followership having a positive impact on leadership practices and was analyzed by Pearson 
correlation.  The results of Ghias, Hassan, and Masood’s (2018) quantitative study indicated the 
following: 
Figure 7 
Does Courageous Followership contribute to Exemplary Leadership Practices?   (Ghias, 






Ghias, Hassan, and Masood (2018) used several regression techniques to evaluate the 
theory and found that courageous followership plays a positive and productive role in leadership 
development. Ghias, Hassan, and Masood (2018) also concluded that leaders are motivated to 
value and advance the organizational culture in which courageous followership can be valued 
and appreciated, therefore, openly contributing to organizational success and growth. 
Courageous followers were also used within the theoretical framework of the study by 
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Alegbeleye and Kaufman (2019) on positive relationships between transformative leadership and 
effective follower behavior. 
Alegbeleye and Kaufman (2019) collected data from 100 participants who identified 
themselves as middle-level supervisors. The data led to considerable affirmative relations 
between leadership and follower behavior. Nevertheless, Alegbeleye and Kaufman (2019) 
discovered that leadership behavior that relates to idealized influence is not significantly related 
to effective follower behavior. The results suggested that effective leaders can also serve as 
effective followers, and vice versa. According to Alegbeleye and Kaufman (2019), this allows for 
the preservation of conceptual and theoretical models that suggested that leadership and 
allegiance obligations overlap. Additionally, comparisons amongst leadership and followership 
behaviors can benefit the de-stigmatization of followership, while concurrently developing 
collaboration between leaders and followers. Alegbeleye and Kaufman (2019) believed that the 
results would benefit leaders from getting ingenuity and value from their supporters. 
As in the studies of Ghias, Hassan and Masood (2018) and Alegbeleye and Kaufman 
(2019), Chaleff's (2009) seven dimensions of courageous followership allow leaders and 
followers an ideal effectiveness. The following exploration of dimensions can be expressed by 
demonstrating the courage to do the following: 
Assume Responsibility  
The courage to assume responsibility means that the followers take personal 
responsibility for their individual work and the overall organization. The courage to assume 
responsibility for support staff within the field of student affairs is imperative to ensure that the 
primary focus of the work revolves around commitment to student learning (Keeling, 2013; 
Sandeen & Barr, 2014). Sandeen and Barr (2014) implied that leaders, regardless of 
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organizational structure, must create and initiate deliberate resources, and, unless leaders take the 
initiative or take responsibility, others are unlikely to follow. 
Serve   
According to Kelley (1988), supporters must be empowered to assume additional 
responsibilities to ensure organizational success. The courage to serve enables the followers to 
learn and grow from the relationship of leader and follower (Beaver, 2008). According to Beaver 
(2008), the courage to serve suggests that the follower is given the opportunity to bring about 
change through ideas, solutions, opinions, and critical perspectives.  
Challenge             
  “The follower stands up for the leader when support is warranted but is not afraid to 
challenge the leader who strays from the institution’s purposes” (Davis, 2003, p. 12).  A 
courageous follower is not seen as subordinate, but as a courageous act of the follower in search 
of an honorable and worthy outcome (Cavanaugh & Moberg, 1999; Harris, 2001; and Goud, 
2005). According to Koerner (2014), challenging leadership should aim to achieve an ethical 
goal, adhere to the principles set by the organization, and improve organizational morale. 
Participate in Transformation        
 Courageous followers demonstrate appropriate measures that emphasize their capacity 
for change and risk-taking, their tenacity and understanding of the difficulty of change (Chaleff, 
2009). With regard to the professional transformation through personnel evaluation as a stimulus 
for growth, DePrespo (1971) argued that there should be a fundamental concern for the growth 




Take Moral Action 
Vesilind (2006) has implied that moral courage is the courage to take action based 
on moral motives despite the threat of adverse costs. Kang and Glassman (2010) also found that 
morality is tied to effective engagement in deciphering a group's issues. Exemplary followers 
acknowledge that self-development or administrative development can entail separation from a 
leader (Chaleff, 2009).  
Speak to the Hierarchy 
According to Yerramilli (2014), institutions should motivate leaders to promote a 
supportive learning environment in which authentic dialogue can emerge without fear of 
consequences. Followers should describe the problem, consider possible consequences, use data, 
evaluate multiple perspectives, and recommend results to leaders before speaking to the 
hierarchy.  
Listen to Followers          
 According to Loy (2011), listening is one of the most important talents managers should 
have, but usually difficult to perfect. Loy (2011) has found that hard work, concentration, and 
specific skills are needed to become an effective listener. Leaders need to understand the 
importance of listening to encourage and motivate support staff and to strengthen team morale by 
evaluating their followers work in terms of organizational success.  
Chaleff (2017) has called for comparable studies to support people in recognizing their 
own inclinations, so that they can anticipate their behaviors when working with toxic leadership.  
“We have the right to challenge policies in the policy-making process; we do not have the right 
to sabotage them in the implementation phase.  Those who sabotage their leader’s efforts are no 
longer followers; they are opponents” (Chaleff, 2009, p. 95).   
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Summary 
Followership is a developing research topic (Khan, Busari, & Abdullah, 2019).  
According to Khan, Busari, and Abdullah (2019), many researchers and practitioners 
acknowledge that, without followership, there is no leadership.  Despite the significance of 
followership, little attention has been given to followership within the context of leadership 
research.  Followership has been associated with a belittling and undesirable overtone by 
suggesting followers being feeble (Wolfgramm, 2019).   
Chaleff’s (2009) courageous follower model is the most developed followership model 
and the one that is paramount for exploring the role of support staff (Whyte, 2015).  Whyte 
(2015) found that the characteristics of courageous followers provided a valuable framework for 
exploring the role of support staff, who are tasked to support the senior-level student affairs staff.  
This framework, through a theoretical lens, will enable research to go beyond the work support 
staff accomplish, but how they contribute to the success of their organizations (Whyte, 2015).  
Based on studies cited in this literature review, the role-based approach between leaders and 
followers seems to be the theoretical framework for followers. 
As Khan, Busari, and Abdullah (2019) mentioned, the role-based approach of 
followership focuses on archetypal roles or behaviors that followers exhibit while in an informal 
position within an organization. In the context of this literature review, the purpose of this case 
study is to explore how the characteristics of a courageous follower are presented in the work of 







The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the research methodology for this qualitative 
case study regarding the exploration of student involvement support staff at select Midwest 
community colleges presenting courageous followership characteristics. This method allowed for 
an investigation of support staff’s experiences within the area of student involvement and offered 
a method to cultivate concepts from data to further recognize the presentation of courageous 
follower characteristics.  
The relevance of grounded theory and an exploratory method for this case study are 
examined in detail in this chapter. The strategy, consisting of methodology, interview participants, 
exploration techniques and ethical concerns, are key factors in this chapter.  
Research Question 
This study sought to explore subjective experiences to answer the following research 
question:  
1. How are the seven dimensions of a Courageous Follower conveyed in the work of support  
staff in student involvement offices at select Midwest community colleges?   
Methodology Selected 
An exploratory qualitative case study is applicable if the aim of the study is to investigate 
various phenomena characterized by a lack of comprehensive preparatory work and a person's 
subjective experience (Mills, Durepos, & Wiebe, 2010; Stake, 2010). As outlined by Creswell 
and Poth (2018, an exploratory case study approach is used to expand the understanding of the 
topic in authentic situations and recommended to answer how and why questions, rather than 
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what questions. A qualitative case study method was the most appropriate selection, because the 
purpose of this research was to explore the presentation of courageous follower characteristics in 
support staff within student involvement at select community colleges in the Midwest.  
Case Study Methodology 
Case studies are an increasingly accepted method among qualitative researchers (Hyett, 
Kenny, & Dickson-Swift, 2014). Numerous researchers have worked on methodological 
developments that have increased the acceptance of case studies (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Yin, 
2014; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Merriam, 2009). Denzin and Lincoln (2011) described qualitative 
research as an approach to analyzing and deriving personal experiences based on a revealing and 
representative emphasis on a subject. 
Recent approaches to qualitative case studies are shaped by theory, strategy, and methods, 
resulting in a variety of case studies in published literature (Widdowson, 2011). Deviations 
between published case studies can be problematic for researchers to outline and understand case 
studies as a methodology. Widdowson (2011) stated that the qualitative approach is targeted 
because it is explicitly used to reverse a complex or unknown phenomenon. Leedy and Ormrod 
(2005) pointed out that qualitative case studies do not offer quick results or simple solutions; rather, 
case studies include passion and purpose to appreciate and understand the process in order to better 
grasp a situation through reflection and interviews. As Leedy and Ormrod (2005) further explained, 
qualitative case studies show an element that is deeply rooted in opinions and mindsets and is not 
characterized simply by numbers, but by interaction and observation in the hope of uncovering the 
relationship between situations and attitudes.  
According to Mason (2002), the purpose of qualitative research is to examine the 
dimensions of the subjective experiences of the research participants through relationships and the 
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effects that these experiences produce. Although case studies are considered common practice 
when it comes to studying detailed patterns in research in legal and medical fields, a case study in 
the social sciences can be perceived as inferior, imperfect, and an unchallenging methodology 
(Widdowson, 2011). Widdowson (2011) attributed case studies to the fact that they provide 
foundations for educational research, which, in turn, provide an understanding of experiences that 
have a theoretical impact on research. The complexity that comes into play in the study of habits 
through case studies is influential in daily practice. 
The Researcher  
The researcher worked in student affairs for 15 years and holds a Bachelor of Arts in 
Foreign Languages (Spanish) and a Master of Arts in Management and Leadership. Participants 
had no direct association with the researcher who caused a conflict of interest or any association 
that might have conveyed bias toward the study.  
The researcher has the necessary skills to conduct a qualitative case study. According to 
Sawyer, Tomlinson, and Maples (2001), the essential skillsets to conduct a qualitative case study 
include: listening skills, problem solving skills, decision-making skills, interpersonal relationship 
skills, and both written and oral skills. The researcher has acquired these basic skills through 
professional development through a student affairs career and educational development through 
higher education. The researcher has held many positions in student involvement offices; therefore, 
he was able to empathize with the daily work of each participant and thus establish a relationship 
with the participants.  
Study Participants 
The sample was selected from current support staff in student involvement offices within 
student affairs at select community colleges in the Midwest. The participants worked either full- 
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or part-time and were considered support staff within the offices of student involvement, student 
activities, student life, campus life, campus activities, and/or student engagement in community 
colleges in the Midwest of the United States of America. The researcher chose three community 
colleges and three participants from each institution. The researcher speaks the English and 
Spanish languages fluently; therefore, all participants had to be fluent in either language, but 
English nor Spanish had to be their first language.  
The target population to participate in the study was student affairs professionals with a 
college level degree in college student personnel, leadership, or any relatable degree, and who have 
been working at their respective institution with the same boss for at least a year. Although support 
staff within student involvement areas range in position titles and responsibilities, the researcher 
also chose participants that fell into one of the following three categories: clerical, coordinator, or 
supervisor. A clerical participant is someone who works as either a secretary, aide, and/or 
administrative assistant. The participants considered as coordinators are people who work as either 
a specialist or coordinator. The supervisory participants have supervision experience but are 
considered support staff due to not having full oversight of a department. Supervisor participants 
are perceived as lead coordinators, managers, assistant directors, and/or associate directors. The 
researcher specifically looked for participants who identified with one of these categories. One 
participant from each category was selected from each community college. The demographics of 
the participants included five female participants and four male participants. The participants 
ranged in a variety of ethnic backgrounds including: White, Hispanic/Latinx, African American, 
Asian, and Middle Eastern participants.  
Participants were recruited through the researcher's existing professional networks, the 
National Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA), College Student Educators 
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International, formerly known as the American College Personnel Association (ACPA), and 
recommendations from former colleagues. The researcher emailed the support staff in each student 
involvement office of the selected community colleges using the Interview Participant Email in 
Appendix A and asked for participation in the study. Participants were initially asked to connect 
with the researcher for a face-to-face interview, but due to the nationwide order to stay home due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, participants were asked to participate in a virtual interview via Zoom, 
a video-conferencing format.  
An informed consent form, as shown in Appendix B, was mandated from each participant 
prior to joining the study. The researcher estimated nine participants for this study, and the final 
number of participants was nine, three from each community college. Below, the participant 
information table (Figure 8) displays participant information, including years of experience in 










Participant 1 10+ years Supervisor A 
Participant 2 5-10 years Coordinator B 
Participant 3 10+ years Clerical A 
Participant 4 10+ years Coordinator A 
Participant 5 1-5 years Clerical B 
Participant 6 1-5 years Coordinator C 




Interviews were the method of data collection for this study. According to Creswell and 
Poth (2018), including Yin (2014), the collection of case study data includes a number of 
procedures, while the researcher designs a detailed presentation of the study. Among the six 
methods highlighted by Yin (2014) included documents, archival materials, interviews, direct 
observation, observation of participants, and physical artifacts (p. 115). The researcher chose 
semi-structured interviews as the case study research protocol and began the interviews via the 
Interview Protocol, found in Appendix C, by giving each participant instructions, expectations, 
and a brief example of Chaleff‘s (2009) seven courageous followership dimensions.  
The researcher chose a semi-structured interview approach to provide an opportunity to 
elucidate specific contexts and reflections, which encourages the development of contextual data 
collection (Agarwal, 2020). The participants were asked nine questions, the first pertaining to 
followership and the next seven questions pertaining to courageous followership dimensions. 
The interview ended with another open-ended question, which was intended to provide more 
depth on the characteristics of courageous followers portrayed in their work. All interviews were 
held with the confirmation of all participants through the written and verbal informed consent 
form (Appendix B). Each interview took place in a single Zoom session for no more than 50 
minutes. The longest interview lasted 48 minutes, while the shortest lasted 10 minutes. Every 
interview was transcribed by the researcher and validated by each participant.  
 
Participant 8 1-5 years Clerical C 
Participant 9 5-10 years Supervisor B 
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Procedures Followed 
Approval by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) was sought from the researcher's 
institution, Southeastern University in Lakeland, Florida. Approval from the IRB was also 
requested from the three community colleges chosen by the researcher. Once approval was given 
by each of the four institutions, the researcher emailed individuals who were considered support 
staff within student involvement offices, using the Interview Participant Email form (see 
Appendix A). Participants were interviewed using the virtual conference format Zoom. The 
interviews were electronically recorded using Voice Memo, an application on Apple's iOS 
system. According to Harrison et al. (2017), case study research has undergone considerable 
methodological progress over the last four decades.  
The case study methodology industrialized a consistent and flexible research method 
capable of generating an inclusive problem awareness (Harrison et al., 2017). Creswell and Poth 
(2018) found that researchers who have contributed to the growth of case study research derive 
from different experiences with different theoretical viewpoints and produce a variety of 
techniques. The researcher included clarifying questions in several interviews to explore deeper 
gaps that emerged. The transcribed interviews were sent to the participants for review and asked 
if they would like to add more information. All participants approved their own transcribed 
interview without additional information. The researcher wrote memos during the interviews. 
According to Urquhart (2013), the memo is reflective and helps minimize prejudice and 
objectivity throughout the study. Memos supported the researcher's thoughts and helped to 
separate opinions that might interfere with the theory that emerges from the data (Chun, Birk, & 
Francis, 2019).  
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Data Analysis  
The interview questions were formulated to reflect the dimensions of courageous 
followership and followership in general. After all the interviews were completed, the researcher 
compiled each answer and organized it according to questions. The researcher then coded each 
interview response to the same interview question, giving time for reflection, as themes emerged 
from the data through thematic analysis. The established thematic method allows for a laborious 
narration of the experience and confirms the inclusion of all self-reported manifestations of 
themes in narratives (Cassol et al., 2018).  
According to Gibbs (2018), codes are formed during the research process to study the data. 
The researcher manually coded the interview transcriptions to understand the participants' 
perceptions and explore their collective experiences. The coding process was crucial for data 
analysis, to prevent the researcher from exaggerating the importance of a subjective experience 
and to justify a detailed analysis of the interview (Stake, 2010). A constant analysis of the data was 
indispensable, as the coding was initiated, so that associations between the answers were 
continuously established until saturation occurred. 
Validity  
The validity and reliability of research and its results are important components in order 
to postulate a confirmation of the quality of research (Hayashi, Abib, & Hoppen, 2019). Creswell 
and Poth (2018) suggested that it is not enough to gain viewpoints; in the end, these perceptions 
were interpreted as strategies or methods. Creswell and Poth (2018) further explained that the 
researcher recommends at least two validation strategies. First, the researcher selected a strategy 
through the lens of the participants to check or collect their feedback. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 
acknowledge this method of determining credibility. The researcher asked participants for 
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feedback by providing them with a copy of their transcribed interview. Participants were asked to 
read their interview and verify the accuracy of the transcription. All participants returned their 
transcribed interviews unchanged.  
The second strategy used by the researcher was long-term engagement and on-the-ground 
observation. Creswell and Poth (2018) described this strategy in such a way that the researchers 
can draw conclusions about what is relevant, including relevancy for the study. In addition, the 
researcher establishes a connection to the participants and learns about the background through 
the lens of the participants. The researcher’s professional background is in student affairs. Before 
each interview, the researcher spoke to each participant regarding their position at the college. 
The researcher also redirected some of the participants' responses to stay on the topic in terms of 
their experiences in community colleges and student involvement areas, using the researcher's 
strategy to draw conclusions about what was important for research.  
Ethical Concerns 
Adherence to the approaches defined in this chapter was crucial to confirm the validity of 
the study. The consent form was sent to each participant by email, and each participant signed 
and sent it back. The risks for the participants as human subjects were minimal. All participants 
were over 18 years old, and this criterion qualified them as participants in this study, in addition 
to their roles in a student involvement office. In addition, all recorded materials and transcribed 
interviews were stored in a password-protected computer, owned by the researcher, in a locked 
file.  All information will be deleted after 5 years upon final approval by the dissertation 





The purpose of this chapter was to summarize the research method used to answer the 
research question. A framework of the process, participants, data collection, and interviews 
outlined the details of how the study was conducted and who contributed to the study. An 
exploratory qualitative case study method was used with thematic analysis to discover if 
characteristics of courageous followership were present in support staff working in student 
involvement offices within select Midwest community colleges. All participants contributed to 
the study by sharing their subjective experiences. The validity of the study was indicated, and the 
ethical concerns clarified. The aim of Chapter IV is to provide the study results and to show that 
















The purpose of this case study was to discover how the characteristics of a Courageous 
Follower are presented in the work of support staff in student involvement offices at select 
Midwest community colleges.  For the purpose of this research, Courageous Follower 
characteristics are defined as the courage to assume responsibility, the courage to serve, the 
courage to challenge, the courage to participate in transformation, the courage to take moral 
action, the courage to speak to hierarchy, and the courage to listen to followers (Chaleff, 2009).   
This chapter contains the results of the explorative qualitative case study conducted to 
answer the research question:   
1. How are the seven dimensions of a Courageous Follower conveyed in the work of 
support staff in Student Involvement offices at select Midwest community colleges?  
An exploratory qualitative case study is applicable when the objective of the study is to 
explore distinct phenomena branded by a scarcity of comprehensive groundwork, and by relying 
on a person’s subjective experience (Mills, Durepos, & Wiebe, 2010; Stake, 2010).  A qualitative 
case study method, with a thematic analysis of data through deductive coding, was the most 
appropriate approach for this study, because the purpose of this research was to explore the 
presentation of courageous follower characteristics in support staff within student involvement 
areas at select community colleges in the Midwest.  The perspective of a deductive approach 
allowed for themes to be identified by indication of patterns in the data that were conveyed in the 
proposal of the study (Blum, Stenfers, & Palmgren, 2020).  The seven dimensions of courageous 
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followership served as the pre-determined themes.  The case study allowed for subjective 
experiences from participants from various institutions who hold similar positions within offices 
of student involvement to be explored.  Chapter IV presents a deductive approach to thematic 
data analysis and the results of this qualitative case study.  This chapter also includes 
confirmation that the thematic data analysis conducted was consistent with an exploratory case 
study methodology and how the analysis conveys a response to the research question.  The 
process utilized to examine the transcribed interviews from the nine participants was conducted 
to analyze the data and confirmation of the seven dimensions of courageous followership as the 
defined set of themes is explained in this chapter.   
Participants and Data Collection 
Nine participants were interviewed for this case study.  Three participants were selected 
from each of the three community colleges chosen by the researcher.  Each participant 
represented a student affairs profession category within student involvement offices: clerical, 
coordinator, or supervisor.  The years of experience in a student affairs career varied among the 
participants sampled.  Each student affairs profession category represented 1/3 of the sample.   
The nine research interviews with student affairs professionals working in student 
involvement offices in community colleges in the Midwest operated as the main foundation of 
research data. After the nine interviews were completed, the researcher coded the transcribed 
interviews manually and analyzed for emerging themes.  The original interview protocol is 





Data and Analysis 
In order to maintain anonymity, each participant was assigned a number.  The number 
represented the order in which participants were interviewed.  After the interviews were 
transcribed and validated, the data analysis ensued.  
Manual coding of the transcribed interviews resulted in 172 codes.  After multiple coding 
passes, the codes were reduced to 22.  The researcher thematically analyzed the 22 codes and 
identified nine themes embodying followership, the seven dimensions of courageous 
followership, and the additional input from participants.  As mentioned in Chapter III, the main 
interview questions were intentionally created to be applicable to the seven dimensions of 
courageous followership.  Chaleff’s (2009) courageous follower characteristics are defined as the 
courage to assume responsibility, the courage to serve, the courage to challenge, the courage to 
participate in transformation, the courage to take moral action, the courage to speak to hierarchy, 
and the courage to listen to followers.  The seven dimensions of courageous followership were 
used as themes to answer the research question:  
1. How are the seven dimensions of a Courageous Follower conveyed in the work of 
support staff in Student Involvement offices at select Midwest community colleges? 
Themes  
Analytical strategy is described as reducing codes to themes by identifying and 
monitoring prominent themes and recognizing repetitive consistencies (Madison, 2011). 
Creswell and Poth (2018) described the analysis of qualitative research in such a way that it 
includes the formulation and consolidation of the data, then delimits the data by coding it into 
themes, and, finally, presents the data in diagrams or statements. A deductive approach to the 
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thematic analysis was used for this study.  Fereday and Muir-Cochrane (2006) described a 
deductive approach as a compliment to the research question by permitting the principles of 
social phenomenology to be vital in the analyzation process.  
The interviews began with a general question regarding followership to aid the 
participants in feeling comfortable answering questions regarding their behaviors as followers.  
The data analyzation of the first question regarding general followership will be discussed as 
ancillary information in Chapter V.   
The following seven questions were specifically crafted to receive responses related to 
the participants’ subjective experiences in relation to the seven dimensions of courageous 
followership as the pre-determined themes: the courage to assume responsibility, the courage to 
serve, the courage to challenge, the courage to participate in transformation, the courage to take 
moral action, the courage to speak to hierarchy, and the courage to listen to followers (Chaleff, 
2009).  Figure 10 displays the seven dimensions of courageous followership as themes with sub-
themes to elucidate the data analysis.   
Figure 9 
Courageous Followership Theme Descriptions 
Theme for each 
Dimension of Courageous 
Followership 
Description 
                                                    
Self-Awareness:                                
The Courage to Assume 
Responsibility 
                                                                                      
Expressing an awareness of one’s own character and 
disposition regarding additional commitment. 
                                      
Mindfulness:                              
The Courage to Serve 
                                                                                       
Exhibiting an open-minded consciousness of experiences 
in a circumstantial occurrence. 
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Connection:                                
The Courage to Challenge 
                                                                                
Recognizing an initial alignment between leader and 
follower to determine outcomes.    
                                  
Communication:                                   
The Courage to Participate in 
Transformation 
                                                                                   
Demonstrating verbal interaction to contribute to 
professional growth.   
                                                 
Angst:                                           
The Courage to Take Moral Action 
                   
Being cognizant of having a feeling of concern or 
trepidation when personal ethics are being tested. 
                                                  
Situational:                                           
The Courage to Speak to 
Hierarchy 
                                                                             
Recognizing the perception of elements in a particular 
setting to either move forward or pause for direction. 
 
                                          
Strategize:                                     
The Courage to Listen to 
Followers 
                                                                                  




The Courage to Assume Responsibility (Self-Awareness) 
The purpose of question two was to explore if the participants had the courage to take on 
more responsibility outside of their day-to-day job description.  The data showed that the 
participants expressed an awareness of their own character and disposition regarding additional 
commitment.  The researcher initially recorded 24 codes, and then narrowed it to three.  Ability, 
Resilience, and Control emerged as thematic codes throughout the data: the ability to understand 
the limitations that each participant had within their area of influence; the resilience the 
participants had to demonstrate to change due to unforeseen circumstances; and the control 
needed to be taken during certain situations, all revealed the self-awareness of the participants.  
Self-awareness emerged as the sub-theme for the courageous followership dimension, the 
courage to assume responsibility.   
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The participants were asked to disclose to the researcher a time when they took on more 
responsibility at work.  All participants echoed the sentiment of taking on more responsibility 
seemed to be part of the job, more specifically, part of being in student affairs [student 
involvement].  Participant 1 said: 
Well, I would say that, again, within student affairs in general, I think that's just 
natural.  I think that you have to be kind of a special person to work in student 
affairs.  You know, it’s a part of your brain that you just inherently take on things 
that other people would tend to say no to.  
Participant 2 shared a remarkably similar viewpoint that, “There is going to be people 
that are going to do the work and people that are not going to do the work.”  Because of this 
mindset, Participant 2 would take the lead on projects others did not step up to do.  Not all 
participants felt that taking on more responsibility resulted in others not wanting to do the work, 
rather because participants wanted to assist their colleagues.  Participant 6 described it as, “I’m 
typically the kind of person that will do that, to take on extra responsibility and do everything I 
can do to help my team in this position.”  Participant 8 said: 
I tried to take responsibilities when it comes to, you know, putting our stuff out 
there for everyone to see or like if another coordinator or fellow colleague needs 
help, I try my best to feel like, you know, how I can help you out here, even if that 
means having to stay longer and I'm willing to do all that too because I know it 
and we try our best just to help one another. 
Being self-aware of how resilient participants are came up in the data several times in 
regard to the pandemic.  The current state of the nation, due to COVID-19, has shifted the 
thought process of many.  The pandemic has uprooted the process of how support staff within 
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student involvement areas continues to do their work.  The pandemic resulted in a national stay 
at home order, which caused many professionals working in institutions of higher education to 
work remotely.  The main function of student involvement offices is to provide co-curricular 
programs and initiatives to students.  Working remotely and students attending school online has 
caused panic to some student involvement professionals because of the unknown of how to 
provide co-curricular programming.  Participant 4 felt that with the pandemic happening, 
“Everything kind of blew up, but being able, I guess, use some of the skills that I have to do 
other jobs.”  Participant 9 said that with the pandemic happening, “Everything is moving pretty 
fast” in regard to shifting to a new way of doing work.   
Self-awareness of control also developed throughout the analysis of data.  The control, in 
this context, was understanding what influence you may or may not have that plays a part in 
having the courage to assume responsibility.  Participant 6 said: 
It is a new arena for me. A new environment and so I was very intentional to not 
overdo it because I was learning the team, learning the institution, learning a 
brand-new program and having to figure out a whole lot of things on my own 
initially. So, I really didn't have a lot of time to take on extra responsibilities 
because I would focus so intently on understanding this position.   
In a different approach than Participant 6, Participant 7 understood their control within 
the office due to working there longer than their other colleagues.  Participant 7 said: 
I'm comfortable leading any projects that we’ve done.  I've been part of those 
projects, you know, whether it's a cultural event or leading a student group. I feel 
comfortable there, whether you give me a lot or a little.  I know I'm flexible to 
kind of put that, put that as a disclaimer and I'll sit with other staff members and 
57 
my boss to divvy out the work appropriately to myself and the rest of our staff.  
So, you know, some of it did come my way, some of the bigger projects came my 
way.  We were able to kind of work together on a plan on keeping it organized and 
what to do at each step of the time that they [staff member who took time off] 
were gone for a few months.    
The data also discovered that three participants categorized under clerical (Participant 3, 
5, and 8) described their sphere of influence to control the opportunity of assuming extra 
responsibility as a way to offer extra support to their fellow colleagues, more so than their 
supervisor.  Participant 5 wanted to ensure that taking on extra responsibilities took the “pressure 
off of others.”  
The participants were very self-aware of their capacity to assume more responsibility, and 
they, themselves, analyzed each situation to determine if it was possible to either understand their 
bandwidth of not being able to take on more work, assist their colleagues to ease their stress, or 
to fully take on a whole project or initiative.   
The Courage to Serve (Mindfulness) 
The researcher believed that participants should share how they differentiate being the 
spokesperson of their office or if consultation with their supervisor is needed prior to being a 
spokesperson to determine if the characteristic of having the courage to serve was present.  
Initially, the researcher explored 20 thematic codes and narrowed them down to two.  The two 
thematic codes resulted in awareness and exploration.  The researcher then analyzed both 
thematic codes to determine mindfulness as the emerging sub-theme for the courage to serve.  
The researcher determined mindfulness as the sub-theme for the courage to serve because 
the participants exhibited an open-minded consciousness of their subjective experiences in 
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circumstantial occurrences.  Participants had an initial awareness of their knowledge, comfort 
level, experiences, and trust with their supervisors.  The participants also had experiences where 
they observed, examined, and challenged themselves to understand the subject matter to make a 
decision if they would have the courage to speak on behalf of their department or seek 
consultation.  Trust was an overwhelming thematic code that most participants shared.  The trust 
that their supervisors had for them was important.  Participant 1 felt comfortable speaking on 
behalf of the department, “Depending on the trust that my supervisor and I have with each 
other.”  Participant 1 continued to say: 
That if the supervisor doesn’t allow you to speak, then there is definitely mistrust there 
and a lack of understanding. And I think that makes things really challenging to work 
with. And saying that it feels like you don't trust me to do my job.   
Participant 3 did not believe there was trust with previous supervisors because they had to 
“watch my P’s and Q’s” and how they presented things or how they said them.  Participant 3 felt 
that they “weren’t open to that.”   Participant 9 also shared a negative experience with a lack of 
trust.  Participant 9 has said that there is not only micro-managing from their supervisor, but 
micro-managing from higher administration, which results in a low morale.   
The researcher also analyzed data related to trust on a more positive experience with 
Participant 7 feeling very comfortable.  Participant 7 said: 
If I think I know how my supervisor would answer those questions, especially having 
worked with them for a long time, I think I've picked up on how they would answer 
things even if it's not a direct answer.  It’s kind of working around that, hey, you know 
what? I might not know the answer right now but let me find out. Then, I relay that 
message back to my supervisor that they might be able to give me a more direct answer. 
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But I feel definitely very comfortable doing that.  There has been a time that it has 
happened where they might not have been in the office and a supervisor came in and I 
was there.  So, I answered it. But then I kept them [supervisor] in the loop of what 
happened, you know this person came in and asked a question, just so you know, they're 
going to follow up with you later.  I don't want [supervisor] to wonder what’s going on 
and then kind of be frazzled by the question or be kind of shocked about what happened.  
 The thematic code of exploration also showed in the data where participants were 
mindful of their own experiences in the profession, along with the expertise of their supervisors.  
They recognized the opportunities to learn and grow and observe situations to be more 
comfortable in answering any questions.  Participant 8 likes to “observe my other colleagues and 
supervisor to see how they handle situations.”  Participant 5 went further into the answer to 
explain various scenarios.  Participant 5 said: 
If I were to speak on behalf of the department, it would be on a topic that I am very 
familiar with. It would be something within my assigned role or something that I'm very 
actively involved with in the office itself.  If there was a question that I did not know the 
answer to or that I wasn't completely 100 percent sure of the answer, I would then ask my 
supervisor, just because I would be speaking on behalf of a group of other professionals, 
and I want to make sure to send out the right information.  
 Participant 4 also explored the options of how to respond and ensured that it wasn’t about 
asking for permission, rather, how comfortable the person is in answering questions or accepting 
additional work on behalf of the department.  Participant 4 said: 
I think it depends on the space, and, if I'm the representative of the department, I could 
speak on behalf of like what we're currently doing.  If there's like a huge ask that involves 
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different staff and resources, I definitely don't want to put anyone or even myself out 
there not knowing if we even have a capability of doing it.  One of the key things that I 
can take into account is how many people need to be involved as far as what services are 
being provided.  That’s something that I can do.  I can definitely move forward and take 
that on and then follow up with my supervisor and let them know like, hey, I'm taking 
this on or I'm doing this or X, Y, Z for this person.  I just want to give you a heads up in 
case it gets brought up in one of your meetings that I'm not privy to.  So, that they're in 
the loop and just taking a look in to what's needed as far as staff and resources, it's just 
myself.  Then I'll go ahead and jump on it.  If it's a bigger project that involves more staff 
support, I definitely will not speak up and say that we're going to do something when I'm 
not even sure if I can.  
 Exhibiting mindfulness was conveyed in the data throughout the responses from the 
participants during the question revolving around the courage to serve.  The participants acted in 
response to exhibiting an open-minded consciousness of experiences within various occasions 
throughout their career working at community colleges.   
The Courage to Challenge (Connection) 
 Participants were asked to consider how they process any disagreements with their 
supervisors.  As one of the dimensions of courageous followership, the courage to challenge, the 
data from the participants exposed information from 28 initial codes, as well as two thematic 
codes which emerged.  Participants experienced encouragement and challenge.  The researcher 
further assessed the data to discover the common denominator of the two: connection.  As a sub-
theme, connection allowed the participants to recognize an initial alignment between themselves 
and their supervisor to determine if participants would be courageous enough to challenge.   
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 The thematic code of encouragement showed the data to include the participants’ 
experiences to include freedom to express their thoughts and opinions, support, trust, validation, 
and resulted in great relationships between some support staff and their respective supervisors.  
Participant 1 said: 
I think that with my current supervisor, we have a really great relationship that we can 
come to the table and have a disagreement about something.  It's never really, I wouldn't 
even say a disagreement.  It's more about, well, this is my viewpoint and here's my point. 
Let’s discuss that and have a conversation as to how do we come to that.  Asking the 
question of how you provide the best solution to this versus it being like, well, this is how 
I feel about it and that’s it.  So, I think that's really healthy, because it allows for there to 
be freedom of expression, of viewpoints, as well as for us to kind of come to the table and 
say, I didn't really think of it that way.  That makes a lot of sense or if there is something 
that it's like, no, I really feel like this is what needs to happen, there's still that level of 
respect.   
Participant 3 shared a perspective that allowed for reflection to consider organizational 
objectives over personal preferences.  Participant 3 processes the disagreement to “figure it out” 
and then looks at the issue through the organizational objective and determines if this is “what I 
want or what the department needs”, a philosophy that was taught to them by their supervisor, so 
they use that philosophy as well.  Participant 4 considers the opportunity to have dialogue with 
their supervisor and does not describe it as disagreements.  Participant 4 said: 
I think for me, especially the way I kind of process things, that it needs to be kind of 
explained why they're disagreeing.  It's just can't be like, you know, that's not how we're 
going to do this.  I need the messaging or the information behind that answer.  Otherwise, 
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if I keep on getting that response, these disagreements or what not will kind of create a 
negative environment.  So, if we do have a disagreement, and we don't do it my way, 
that's fine.  I just need the information and the reasoning behind that decision, because 
obviously, I might not know all the different details and information regarding the 
situation or scenario or whatever the case would be.   
 Similarly, Participant 5 prefers open communication.  Participant 5 asks questions as to 
why a decision was made and they become open to other thoughts, making sure that different 
perspectives were all heard at the same time.  Participant 5 continued to say: 
So I just need that information to validate, like the reasoning of the solution, but also to 
kind of make sure that I'm part of the process and not just, you know, the person that's 
just going to end up doing everything that they're going to be handing down.  
 Participants 6, 7, and 8 relatedly described their experiences as having open 
communication, viewing the decision through their supervisors’ point of view, and being honest 
and open within their relationship with their supervisor.   
 Contrary to the encouragement thematic code, two participants shared their negative 
experiences through confrontation.  Participant 1 defined respect as a core to being able to 
process disagreements in a positive manner.  Participant 1 said: 
Trust in one another and not just them [supervisor] saying that you're going to do it, 
because I said so, because I'm your boss.  It's definitely a different approach, and I've had 
individuals that use that approach of you're going to do it because, you know, I am your 
supervisor and this is the title that I have, so don't step out of line.  I think it's detrimental 
for everyone, because it makes you not want to challenge that, especially if it comes from 
a defensive place when there's individuals who get defensive over things.  I now say that 
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I can distinguish between passion over something and being defensive over something, 
and I think that sometimes we find that we can get defensive over things that aren't really 
things that we should be getting defensive over.  But when someone's [supervisor] doing 
that and you're the person who's following them, it's hard to respect that. Especially 
because they're not considering your viewpoint.  Even if they are, their approach to 
handling the situation isn't one that I would say is most beneficial for growth, 
understanding, and support for that decision.  
 Participant 9 describes communication as key to resolving any disagreements, but also 
mentions that it [disagreements] happens continuously.  Participant 9 said: 
I take my time to gather my thoughts.  This has happened multiple times. And then once I 
gather all of my thoughts, maybe like in a week, I let a week go by and then I sit down 
during our weekly meetings.  I do have that conversation with her and how I am feeling. 
What can be done? And then discuss how we can move forward and then we kind of have 
the conversation.  I feel a little bit better.  We kind of hash things out. We move forward. 
But it happens multiple times.  
 The data analysis explored two opposite thematic codes of encouragement and 
confrontation, but both involve the type of connection the participants have with their 
supervisors.  Participant 7 mentioned that “we have that relationship that's been built, and that we 
trust each other.”  Participant 2 describes their connection with their supervisor as “somebody 
can call my supervisor and they [supervisor] tell them, I support their [participant] decisions, and 




The Courage to Participate in Transformation (Communication) 
The participants were asked to share a time when their supervisor asked them to improve 
on any particular area to enhance their skillsets, and all participants shared variations of 
communication to be the key proponent to their courage to participate in transformation.  The 
researcher initially presented 17 codes but narrowed them to one thematic code.  Communication 
emerged as the sub-theme, because the data demonstrated verbal interaction contributed to their 
professional growth.  The participants shared, both, undesirable and encouraging feedback from 
their supervisors regarding their performance, all focusing on communication.  Participant 1 and 
Participant 2 focused on their need of improving to responding to email.  Participant 1 said: 
There are some things that need immediate responses, and there's other things that don't. 
I struggle with responding to e-mails, and I think that it’s definitely an area that is 
something that needs to be improved, because there are certain things that, again, will 
need an immediate response and other things that just go by.  It's [email] never like, hey I 
just wanted you to know this information, so I can just delete this when I’m done. It is 
always an ask of something.  
Participant 1 continued to explain that the emails that were sent to them were mostly 
something that others needed from them or an idea for a program.  Participant 1 said that there 
were times when they would get a hundred and fifty e-mails in one day, and when most of the 
day is spent in meetings, it is hard to manage, but it was still the expectation to answer all of the 
emails.  Participant 2 shared a similar experience where their supervisor asked them to improve 
on their email response time.  Participant 2 said: 
My supervisor has asked me to improve on my communication with faculty.  She 
believes in co-curricular programming is also working with faculty.  I do that, you know, 
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and I met so many faculty members, but faculty think very differently than people in 
student affairs.  I feel that there is a lot of faculty out there that are very close-minded, 
and they say, well, who is this person, you know? I know my job.  I know what I'm doing.  
When I started at my work, I had a few faculty members who right away [contacted 
supervisor], um my supervisor asked me, did you say this, or have you done this.  But the 
thing is, these people [faculty] would email my supervisor and say, well [Participant 2] 
didn't follow up on these emails, and they didn't do this when I was only three weeks into 
my job.  I had a conversation with my supervisor and she and was like, you know, faculty 
tried to follow up, so please follow up with this person right away.  Try to communicate 
with this person. So, she gave me a list of people I needed to work with and people I 
needed to follow up with.  I'm learning and understanding the culture because each 
institution has a different culture.  
 Feedback and asking questions were also prevalent in the data.  Participants 4, 5, 6, and 9 
all shared their experiences of being able to participate in transformation by taking the 
opportunity to ask for feedback and asking questions continuously.  Participant 4 made sure that 
they are keeping their supervisor informed, so “they know how I'm responding and not just 
responding to the person, but letting my supervisor know that I'm already on top of it.”   
Participant 5 said that, “I just really keep those lines of communication open.  That's the only 
way I'm going to learn, by asking questions and ultimately receiving feedback.  So, the feedback 
is always valuable.”  Participant 6 said: 
It's always been kind of more like teaching moments, since I'm so new to this area.  And, 
you know, I ask a lot of questions because I want to learn.  So, I tried to take into 
consideration everything that my supervisor is saying and apply it, because the program 
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that I run is a new program.  So, there's a lot of uncharted territory.  So, we're both kind 
of learning as we go.  So, that, you know, if any [improvements] ever comes up, my 
supervisor is kind of like “a good way to handle this is X, Y and Z.” 
 Participant 9 shared their experience with wanting feedback, but the supervisor was not 
providing the feedback.  Participant 9 said: 
Every time we have our yearly review, there is not a lot of feedback in terms of how I can 
improve.  It's more of like, you're doing such a great job.  So, I am left in that weird phase 
of “am I learning a lot?” “What else can I learn in this position?”  Or is she holding back 
and trying to figure something else out?  I haven't received constructive criticism on how 
to become better.  
 Participant 7 had a different experience regarding communication.  Participant 7 
expressed their supervisor’s concern of wanting them to speak more during meetings.  
Participant 7 said: 
One of the areas of growth that I needed to accomplish early on when I started working in 
my position was speaking up in our staff meetings or in meetings with other 
administrators and folks that were part of the things that I work on that make decisions. 
It’s about being confidant that I know what I'm doing, you know, from every level.  It is 
also being comfortable and confident to speak up and say, you know, whether I agree or 
disagree to be able to make a decision in those group meetings without having to look at 
my supervisor and asking if this is okay.  I think that I've been able to do that a lot with 
my position and the things that we do with our office and really be able to speak up, 
especially in our staff meetings to share opinions, share history, things that I know from 
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past history that would help guide a conversation.  I think I've been able to do that very 
well in the last couple of years.  
 Communication is centered around the data from all participants when asked about their 
courage to participate in transformation, whether it was about responding to emails, following up 
with stakeholders, being confident to ask questions and being confidant to speak up in spaces 
that need their voice, all while continuously asking for feedback to ensure that the right decisions 
are being made.  Communication is key to the experiences of all the participants to engage in 
their professional growth as support staff members in a student involvement office.   
The Courage to Take Moral Action (Angst) 
 The courage to take moral action was the dimension of courageous followership that 
participants were cautious with their answers.  The researcher noted 18 codes and narrowed it to 
two thematic codes.  Apprehension and understanding were appropriate as thematic codes to the 
data, with both being the premise of the emerged sub-theme: angst.   Angst, in relation to the 
data, allowed the participants to be cognizant of having a feeling of concern or trepidation when 
personal ethics were being tested.  Participants shared many variables that would go into having 
the courage to take moral action, which included: the scope of their job, impact, expectations, 
and communication to have a better understanding of the situation.  A feeling of apprehension for 
some participants to situations, if any, were presented as: growing pains, confusion, 
disappointment, and fear of retribution.  Participant 3 said: 
A previous supervisor decided that we could use department funds for an individual 
running in a school election.  I brought it to my co-workers’ attention and because of the 
management at that time, we just let it go.  So, I talked to this person [co-worker] to see if 
it was morally correct, and she said it was not. They [supervisor] should not have been 
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doing that, and there wasn't really anything we could do without fearing that we were 
going to get in trouble or getting in, um, in fear of retribution, I guess.  
 The researcher asked the participant if that was the reason [fear of retribution] why they 
did not speak to the supervisor about making that decision.  Participant 3 continued by saying: 
Yes, because a supervisor was the one who did it and then their supervisor, the Dean of 
Students, wasn't very open to criticism.  The Dean of Students wasn't very open to 
criticism or critique, so they didn't want to hear anything bad about my supervisor. The 
dean didn't see them in that scope, so they were not receptive.  I wasn't even going to 
approach the dean, because I'd already had two previous meetings about my supervisor, 
and nothing happened.    
 Participant 9 also experienced an unethical situation with their supervisor, but it was not 
regarding a decision that was made, rather, a statement that was said.  Participant 9 said: 
I'm not sure if it's like a decision within something that affected our area, but it was more 
of a comment.  I had a conversation with my supervisor and their supervisor.  We were 
talking about one of our students not receiving a scholarship.  My supervisor’s supervisor 
mentioned how all scholarships go to people of color or minorities and not white kids.   
So, for me, that technically is saying that white students don't get scholarships anymore. 
My supervisor kind of agreed with that statement.  I was in shock.  I really didn't know 
how to react.  It was the first time that I was put in a position where I was the only person 
of color and a comment was made like that and I was taking everything in.  I did not 
address it because I still didn’t have the courage to have those types of conversations with 
my supervisors or with what is right and what is wrong.  
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The researcher wanted to assess if the participant would say something currently, since 
their comment referred to when they began their job.  Participant 9 continued by saying: 
I'm not sure, it’s that the institution is not very diverse.  There are just comments that are 
being made repeatedly by the administration and we [people of color] get together and 
have conversations.  It's not just me having those feelings, it's other people that are 
having those same thoughts, but when they do speak up, it's kind of brushed off.  
Although many participants have never been in a situation where their supervisor made a 
decision or statement that went against their morals, some participants said that they would not 
feel apprehensive to situations, rather, they were fretful on how to approach the situation but 
wanted to understand the motive of their supervisor on such a decision.  Participant 6 has never 
been put into that situation where they would have to assess if they would have the courage to 
take moral action.  Participant 6 did respond in a hypothetical situation and said: 
I would go to my supervisor and have a discussion about why I don't think they should do 
this or how it impacted me.  I don’t go along with stuff just because I don't want to make 
waves. You know, if I can avoid making waves, if it is unnecessary, then I'd avoid it. But, 
you know, I was one of those people, and it didn't serve me very well.  So, as I've gotten 
older, I've come to realize that, you know, you've got to speak up and you need to speak 
up.  
 Participant 7 also shared their hypothetical answer to this situation by stating that “I think 
that if  something were to come up, I think since I have such an open and honest relationship 
with my supervisor, that I would be able to share my feelings, how I feel about the decision and 
that maybe it is not the right thing to do, or at least from my perspective.  I would ask if that was 
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the right thing to do and see if there is a way that we can work through some sort of a solution in 
the future.”  
 Participants 4 and Participant 5 answered the question by stating that they have never 
experienced any situation where their morals were being tested, and they did not provide a 
hypothetical answer.  Although a sense of understanding and a sense of apprehension were both 
conveyed through the data, a total sense of angst by the participants was noted.  The participants 
were aware of developing a sense of uneasiness whenever a situation arose regarding unethical 
practices.  
The Courage to Speak to Hierarchy (Situational) 
The interview data showed that the participants recognized the perception of a situation 
to either move forward or pause for direction from their supervisor.  The researcher initially 
developed 19 codes, and after assessing the codes, they were narrowed to three thematic codes.  
The three thematic codes: control, support, and conversation were all dependent on the work 
culture, if participants had the courage to speak to hierarchy.  Therefore, situational was the sub-
theme that emerged from the data.   
Participants connected their courage to speak to hierarchy by addressing the trust, 
encouragement, autonomy, collaboration, and confidence that was given to them by their 
supervisor.  Participant 1 has the level of trust from their current supervisor, and although there is 
a level of trust, there is also a level of preparedness.  Participant 1 said: 
My supervisor tells me “Let's talk about these things. There is no problem with you 
representing us, but let's ensure that we're on the same page.”  Maybe there's points that, 
again, that I'm not considering that would be good for me to speak during that time. I mean, 
in fact, there's been encouragement to do so when there's been things that like, you know, that 
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like a disagreement about maybe a policy or an idea about something and maybe a way we 
can do things better.  So, my current supervisor is great.  
 Participant 4 aligned with having the autonomy to speak to hierarchy with the caveat of 
seeking guidance.  Participant 4 said:   
No, I think especially being at a community college where the environment is so 
personal, I think it's definitely easier to send someone [hierarchy] an email inviting them 
to do different things.  I'm not necessarily asking for permission to invite those 
individuals. It might be a situation where I send my supervisor a message saying, “Hey, 
I'm thinking about having this event, I'm thinking of inviting, you know, X, Y, Z, people”, 
but not necessarily asking permission, but just letting them know to kind of get feedback. 
My supervisor can tell me to also think of all these other people that might be great 
people to invite as well, but not necessarily having to send those people or ask permission 
to contact people first.  Obviously, copy the supervisor on the e-mail communication.  I 
think it definitely makes the job easier. It takes away that level of them, the middle 
person.  So that's a plus side, because otherwise you're kind of making your students wait, 
you know, for them to contact the supervisor or direct person that you want to contact. 
So, it just creates more stress on me, as well as, other support staff, because now I'm 
waiting on them [supervisor] and I don't know their schedules. It's kind of stressful. I'm 
the one that's directly interacting with students.   
 Participants 5, 6, 7, and 8 shared feeling levels of empowerment, understanding, and 
assurance from their supervisors to speak with hierarchy, but also related their courage to the 
levels of hierarchy.  Participant 5 said that they felt empowered and able to reach out to who they 
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need to make those decisions and connections, but when the researcher asked if they would feel 
that same empowerment speaking to a dean, vice-president, or president, Participant 5 said: 
With a position that high up in the organization, no, probably not.  Other areas that might 
be less high up. Yes.  Well, I'm still fairly new in the profession, so I want to make sure 
that everything is done correctly.  The supervisor serves as someone with that experience 
who might have a different way of going about asking for collaboration with those 
different individuals.  So, it's advice, but it's also to make sure that things are being done 
correctly.  
 Participant 3 and Participant 5 described their experiences through a negative lens of 
being too hierarchal, feeling blind-sided, and being micro-managed.  Participant 3 said: 
No, no, no, no.  There are some people that are very hierarchal and previously other 
people weren't. But I think in this situation, they are now.  It’s how the school, this 
institution has dealt with higher-ups.  You know, we are just supposed to be working and 
doing the job.  They'll ask for input in a survey.  But that's about it.  They don't actually 
care.  I feel they don't care to know what the actual person who is working, doing the job, 
what they're getting out of it or what their expectations are.  
Participant 9 feels micromanaged from all levels of hierarchy.  The supervisor of 
Participant 9 micromanages, but also their supervisor micromanages Participant 9 as well.  
Participant 9 said “I think they encourage speaking to hierarchy, but because of being micro-
managed, they speak to me, so I respond.”   
 All participants, except Participant 3 had the courage to speak to hierarchy, but it all 
depended on the situation.  The complexity of the situation determined the steps the participants 
needed to take in order to communicate with administration.   
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The Courage to Listen to Followers (Strategize) 
The realization of the importance of communication and collaboration developed from 
the data regarding the courage to listen to followers, therefore, strategy emerged as the sub-
theme.  The researcher initially implemented 14 codes but narrowed it to three thematic codes.  
Rationalization, tactical, and team-effort arose as thematic codes as forms of strategy when asked 
if they believed their supervisors listened and implemented ideas shared by support staff.  Some 
participants justified their courage to offer ideas as an opportunity to engage their supervisor in 
new ways of thinking by taking action to streamline practices within their offices.  Participant 1 
said: 
As support staff, having someone who you can have those conversations with regarding 
my idea and being open to exploring that idea has been really great in terms of 
understanding.  It’s about the bigger picture that's associated with the idea, versus a 
supervisor who's not really open to that, or it's someone who's going to shut it down right 
away, because it’ not something they are passionate about.  I'd rather have the supervisor 
in the equation than not in the equation, because if it’s something that other people want 
to do, and we move forward with it, but the supervisor is not on board, it's going to cause 
that tension between us.  
Participant 7 shared a time when their supervisor gave them the autonomy to assess an 
event considered a tradition.  The supervisor inquired to see if the program needed modification, 
encouraged Participant 7, “feel free to change it up.”  Participant 7 added: 
As I look at the process that we were doing and how we are doing it, we changed up that 
whole process a little bit.  Instead, we moved it to a more streamlined and easier approach 
for the participants to follow and be a part of, which resulted in the higher participation 
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from the community.  So, I think in general, when it comes to my position and our staff 
and our office, [supervisor] is very open to us challenging the status quo.  [Supervisor] is 
open to us having that opportunity to challenge, and say, what’s the best way to do it? 
And, you know, [supervisor] will even might not agree with it right away, but she'll let us 
try it out and see if it works.   
 The pandemic was an opportunity for Participant 9 to share ideas by being strategic and 
adaptable to change.  The pandemic caused many student involvement areas to adjust quickly to 
a virtual platform, so participant 9 suggested the possibility of having all events online and then 
continuing to host them over the summer.  Participant 9 said that, “the summer semester is 
usually slow. but because of the pandemic and shifting to new ways to deliver resources, we 
transitioned everything to an online platform, and right now, during the summer, it's been helping 
us get students registered for the fall semester.” 
 Participant 5 also resulted their courage to share ideas because of the pandemic.  
Participant 5 said: 
Yes, my ideas have been heard. So, with some of the work that's done, I'm in a highly 
collaborative role. So, for example, recently programming had to change in light of the 
pandemic. So, I've worked very closely with supervisors in order to help make the 
transition to those changes as seamless as possible. Whether that be programming 
decisions, delivery decisions, those sorts of things.  
 Team effort, as a sub-theme, resulted in the data showing supervisors being a part of the 
process, sharing information, and offering multiple resources to ensure success of the ideas being 
presented.  Participant 8 described their experience as an “encouraging experience to speak up on 
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something I feel strongly about.”  Participant 8 shared that their supervisor “goes above and 
beyond” and is “always asking how she can help and support.” 
The data analyzed from the interviews depicted a sense of need for a broad plan to 
accomplish one or more long-term goals under circumstances of uncertainty.  The uncertain 
circumstances stemmed from various causes, including the abrupt transition into virtual learning 
and programming due to the pandemic, COVID-19; a programmatic analysis of department 
initiatives; and an opportunity to comingle resources throughout campus.   
The researcher concluded the interview with the final question pertaining to additional 
information that the participants would like to share regarding followership.  The data 
analyzation of additional input by participants will be discussed as ancillary information in 
Chapter V.   
Summary 
This chapter includes the results of the analysis, links the exploration to the research 
question, and establishes consistency of the thematic analysis with exploratory qualitative 
research methodology.  Nine participants were interviewed for this case study. Interview 
questions were organized to understand what courageous followership characteristics were 
present in support staff working in student involvement offices in select Midwest community 
colleges.  All participants were college educated professional staff members with experience in 
student affairs, ranging from 1 to 15 years. Three community colleges were selected, and three 
participants were chosen from each community college.     
One hundred seventy-two codes transpired from open coding. Manual constant 
comparison analysis was implemented to determine twenty-two selective codes, emerging into 
sub-themes from the open codes.  Added comparison analysis was expended to determine the 
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connections between the open and selective codes, leading to nine themes.  The nine themes 
resulting from this study recapitulate the presence of characteristics that motivate support staff to 
be a courageous follower: (a) Impact, (b) Self-Awareness, (c) Mindfulness, (d) Connection, (e) 
Communication, (f) Angst, (g) Situational, (h) Strategize, and (i) Empowerment. 
 While great developments have been made in creating holistic approaches for support 
staff in student involvement areas, it is apparent in the research results that there is variability in 
how participants present courageous followership characteristics dependent on the type of 
supervisor they have.  Chapter V will include the summary of the analysis and discussion of the 










The purpose of this case study was to discover how the characteristics of a Courageous 
Follower present in the work of support staff in student involvement offices at select Midwest 
community colleges.  For the purpose of this research, Courageous Follower characteristics are: 
the courage to assume responsibility, the courage to serve, the courage to challenge, the courage 
to participate in transformation, the courage to take moral action, the courage to speak to hierarchy, 
and the courage to listen to followers (Chaleff, 2009). This chapter includes a discussion of the 
findings, valuable data for further research, limitations of the study, and a summary to answer the 
research question: 
How are the seven dimensions of a Courageous Follower conveyed in the work of support 
staff in Student Involvement offices at select Midwest community colleges?  
The data analysis was multi-dimensional and formed nine themes: (a) Consciousness; (b) 
Self-Awareness; (c) Mindfulness; (d) Connection; (e) Communication; (f) Angst; (g) Situational; 
(h) Strategy; and (i) Empowerment.  
Interpretation of the Findings 
The data showed courageous follower traits arising from follower-leader relationships, 
individual experiences, and institutional culture. The themes played a prominent role in how 
courageous the followers were in their work, although the subjective experiences of each 
participant were different.  The seven themes related to the research question are described in detail 
in the following sections referring to questions 2-8.  Two additional themes, answering general 





Participants were asked how they followed the tasks set by their supervisor (leader).  
Initially, 19 codes were identified, which were reduced to three. The three codes were then 
examined thematically, which led to the topic of consciousness.  Consciousness recognizes the 
importance of a task that determines the way participants follow tasks.  
Figure 10  
Followership Theme Descriptions 
Theme for Followership Description 
Consciousness The awareness or perception of something by a person.  
 
The data suggested that encouraging staff to support them enabled them to be aware of 
the autonomy to prioritize the importance of the task.  Participants made sure to understand the 
task before presenting a result.  Participant 1 said: 
Well, I think it first starts with that understanding of the tasks that are assigned.  I'm a big 
believer in buy-in, that there needs to be a level of commitment to the task at hand in order 
to truly believe in it and give it your all.  
Participant 1 fully understood that it was effective to buy into the supervisor's vision to 
devote oneself fully to the task. Participants 3, 4, 5, 6 and 9 looked at a to-do list to assess the 
importance of the tasks ahead. They all agreed that priority should be given to the levels of 
importance.  Participant 4 went a little further, not only to set priorities, but also to assess which 
tasks would be more advantageous for the main stakeholders in their work, the students. Participant 
4 said: 
For me, I think it just depends on the level of importance and the impact that is given to 
like the students that we serve, that I serve.  
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Participants 7 and 8 also confirmed taking notes to support the tasks set by their supervisors 
and prioritize their tasks, but they also took advice from their supervisors.  Participant 7 keeps their 
supervisor updated on how the tasks are coming along to encourage opportunity for their 
supervisor to guide them in the right direction, and Participant 8 will ask questions throughout the 
process to ensure that the task will be completed as asked. Participant 8 continued to share that: 
I'd like them [supervisor] to, you know, see how I could best respond to my tasks, so I can 
lead by being a good follower to my supervisor so the people that I'm responsible for will 
also do the same.  
The participants awareness of buy-in from stakeholders, creating to-do lists to set priorities, 
or ensuring that the proper steps are taken, is achieved through guidance from their supervisors.  
Encouragement from their supervisors and authority within their role as support staff was 
important to their ability to decide how to prioritize tasks. 
Although there is a growing recognition of leadership tenets, Blair and Bligh (2018) felt 
that there was insufficient knowledge of what influenced relationships between leaders and 
followers.  Above all, what impact it has on the way followers fulfill the obligations of their work. 
Zoogah (2016) outlined transcendental behavior as independent behavior that undermines 
subjective influences and outcomes and leads to positive change with high impact. When 
participants responded to how they were performing tasks set by their supervisors, their 
transcendent behavior enabled them to reflect and be flexible in their actions through the support 
and interaction with their supervisors.  
Participants also described the buy-in by the support staff as a confirmation of confidence 
in the leadership.  Concerning buy-in, Jones (2020) positioned successful organizational leadership 
to support staff buy-in, consisting of intellectual and emotional factors.  Jones (2020) continued to 
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mention that to adopt the intangible emotional element of support staff buy-in, administration need 
to apply operational approaches at the supervisor level.  According to Participant 1, if followers 
do not have buy-in, then the supervisor is leading without anyone following.  Furthermore, 
colleague interactions impact social dissonance and their experiences with supervisors. Assessing 
motivation should be considered, because peer and leader interactions influence individual 
motivation (Jones, 2020).  After the initial question about followership, the researcher transitioned 
into questions related to the seven dimensions of courageous followership.  The analyzed data 
from the subsequent seven questions answer the research question.  
The Courage to Assume Responsibility (Self-Awareness) 
 
Participants were asked if they had the courage to take on more responsibility beyond the 
limits of their job description.  The data showed an understanding of their own character and 
disposition to additional obligations. The ability to recognize the limits of power, to struggle with 
sudden events, and to control situations, discovered self-awareness as a theme for the courage to 
take on more responsibility.  
Tak, Seo, and Roh (2019) postulated authentic followership as a vital component and 
concern of authentic leadership progression. Tak, Seo, and Roh (2019) continued to mention that 
authentic leadership fundamentally shapes authentic followership to generate keen levels of 
followers’ self-awareness to produce favorable follower development.  Embracing followership 
advocates for enhancing the relationship with your supervisor and developing individual progress.  
Hamlin (2016) supposed that followership is pointless without engaging in a practice of self-
awareness and individual maturity.  
Resilience, as a form of self-awareness, is an outcome of fundamental importance of 
resources and positive followership (Andersson, 2018).  Andersson (2018) continued to indicate 
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that resilience can be formed through the commitment by support staff, stemming from the growth 
of followership. The availability of resources is crucial to building structural resilience. Many 
participants cited the global pandemic of the novel coronavirus disease COVID-19 as the cause of 
abrupt changes in their work.  Participants described the pandemic as “blowing up” their lives 
without any warning.  
During this stressful time, many people are obliged to adapt to a new reality while trying 
to recover from COVID-19 or live with the fear of living during the pandemic.  During the 
pandemic, colleges were forced to switch to distance learning.  Remote learning has dramatically 
changed the way student involvement offices do their work.  The participants were aware of the 
changes that had to occur immediately and communicated their resistance to change through their 
interviews. Participants shared how they became "jacks of all trades" and how they adjusted to 
virtual programming, which in turn expanded their skills.  The result of this shift shaped the way 
the participants responded, and they showed extraordinary resilience to this change.  
The self-awareness of the participants helped them to overcome adversity.  Resilience is 
developed over time, and according to Badger (2020), the abrupt change for student affairs 
professionals to transition to remote work is the new standard.  Badger (2020) postulated the co-
mingling of the pressure from working in a new environment and managing the ambiguity of a 
global pandemic was worrisome to all staff.  The educational research firm, EAB, held a student 
affairs forum intended to aid student affairs leaders to direct the changing setting caused by the 
pandemic through strategic research and resources.  Through the outcomes of the forum, Badger 
(2020) highlighted three takeaways: support staff to reinforce self-care; ask staff their needs; and 
equip supervisors with resources.  
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Badger (2020) suggested that it is difficult to ensure support staff feel enabled to self-care 
in addition to professional obligations.  Understanding that support staff are not similar, Badger 
(2020) advocated for supervisors to check-in with staff to recognize the needs of each individual 
staff member.  The need for support staff can range from engagement and connection with peers 
to encouraging autonomy in work delivery.  Lastly, Badger (2020) mentioned that while disruption 
was the new normal for support staff, they are continuing to frequently connect with their 
supervisors.  Badger (2020) believed it was vital to equip supervisors with resources to aid support 
staff to effectively navigate through the crisis. 
The participants were aware of their ability to take on more responsibility and analyzed 
each situation themselves to determine whether it was possible to either understand their range, 
not be able to take on more work, help their colleagues to reduce their stress, or to take on an entire 
project or initiative completely.  
The Courage to Serve (Mindfulness) 
Participants were asked how they decided whether they were speaking on behalf of the 
department or asking their supervisor for permission.  The researcher explored the dimension of 
courageous followers to serve by asking this question to determine whether the participants met 
the characteristics. Mindfulness through awareness of their abilities, and exploration through 
learning and observation arose from the data.  
The researcher chose mindfulness as a theme for the courage to serve, because the 
participants showed an open-minded awareness of their subjective experiences in circumstantial 
events.  Participants had an initial awareness of their knowledge, comfort, experience, and trust in 
their supervisors. Participants also had experiences in which they observed, examined, and 
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challenged themselves to understand the topic in order to make a decision, whether they would 
have the courage to speak on behalf of their department or seek advice.  
Bunjak and Cerne (2018) said that a positive outcome of followers’ confidence is 
contingent on followers’ observation of comparable levels of positivity in their supervisor.  Due to 
the balance between the follower and leader, Bunjak and Cerne (2018) divulged that it provides an 
enhanced understanding to a followers’ mindfulness of the support staff - supervisor connection, 
thereby, providing an increase in the followers’ commitment. The commitment described by 
Bunjak and Cerne (2018) was prominent in the data from the participants who cited trust, 
preparedness, experience, and comfortability as descriptors dependent on how they approached 
their courage to serve.  
Byrne and Thatchenkery (2019) examined how mindfulness influences inspiration with 
support staff. The results from the study suggested mindfulness encouragingly impacted 
inspiration instantly and was sustained over a time period.  Byrne and Thatchenkery’s (2019) study 
also showed indication that mindfulness optimistically impacted support staff’s responsiveness 
and awareness in circadian undertakings, triggering resourceful outcomes at work.  
Participants' experiences are important for research motivated by the link between 
mindfulness and the courage to serve. Mindfulness was a significant experience that enabled 
participants to decipher their decisions and exchange with supervisors.  
The Courage to Challenge (Connection) 
Connection allowed participants to see an initial match between themselves and their 
supervisor to determine whether the participants were brave enough to challenge.  Participants 
were asked how they handled disagreements with their supervisors. The data showed that, when 
participants processed the disagreements, they were either encouraged to talk to their supervisor 
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or felt challenged. Both stances were dependent on the connection of participants to their 
supervisor.  Participants who felt encouraged experienced a "level of confidence" and were "free" 
to express their views.  On the contrary, participants who felt challenged experienced a mindset of 
figuring it out for themselves and supposed that they would create a negative environment if they 
articulated their disagreements.  
Notgrass (2014) suggested followers preferred a transformational relationship with a 
supervisor focusing on positivity, quality, and significance. According to Notgrass (2014), 
transformational leadership signifies connections between the leader and challenges followers to 
evaluate the relationship between the work ethic and principles of the leader to ensure 
transformative behaviors are shown.  Furthermore, Busari et al. (2019) examined the relationship 
of leaders and followers through the connection developed between the two by transformational 
leadership styles and discovered it was boldly linked to three areas of focus for support staff: 
change, trust, and engagement towards creating organizational change, or, the courage to challenge 
for the betterment of the department.  Additionally, Busari et al. (2019) implied that, for effective 
achievement of change, the support staff role must cultivate an important function, and that 
managers with transformational leadership characteristics must contribute critically in the 
influencing of encouraging change.  
The Courage to Participate in Transformation (Communication) 
Employee performance evaluations are a way to engage support staff to identify areas of 
required growth in their positions. Participants were asked to identify the skills that needed to be 
improved in order to be more successful in their work. The data revealed that communication is 
the basis for having the courage to participate in the transformation. Participants defined their 
feedback as "taking on too much" without asking for support, improving priorities for tasks, 
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speaking out during meetings, following up with stakeholders, and asking questions to clarify 
responsibilities.  
Morris and Corlett (2016) cogitated that the interfacing of support staff and supervisors, or 
among all administrative levels, is limited by existing forms of communication: email dependency, 
hierarchal dominated meetings, and lacking support staff engagement.  Morris and Corlett (2016) 
also stated the relationship between followers and leaders highlight how needed change is 
communicated, and the followers’ involvement is needed to enable multiple forms of 
communication.  
Communication is at the heart of all participant data when asked about their courage to 
participate in the transformation. Sources of communication ranged from correspondence etiquette, 
support for employee trust, and seeking feedback to justify real decisions. A communicative 
approach of the participants was of decisive importance for the commitment of their professional 
development as support staff in a student involvement office.  
Tourish (2014) gave credence to effective leadership and followership methods as an 
uncongealed development positioned on the communication of support staff through the 
perspective of procedures.  Tourish (2014) recommended that studies pertained to the procedural 
perspective cultivated in the position of authority and influence from leaders instead of followers. 
The Courage to Take Moral Action (Angst) 
Participants were asked whether they had ever experienced their supervisor make an 
unethical decision or a decision that ran counter to their own personal values.  Most participants 
did not experience any unethical decision or decision that was contrary to their morals.  Sokolowski 
(2017) labeled morality as a human transaction performance, and when a judgment is made 
regarding morality, it is under the assumption of being a moral act: the moral act is measured by 
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subjective experiences and by taking someone’s “good or bad” and comparing it to their own “good 
or bad.” For most participants, the “good or bad” comparison to morals was not an issue.  The 
participants who did not experience immoral decisions from their supervisors described how they 
would approach a situation if it were to arise.  
 Participants described their actions as having a discussion with their supervisor to talk 
about why the decision would not be helpful to not only them or the organization, but how the 
decision would impact the participants.  The participants further explained an understanding of the 
situation would need to be had before rushing to an assumption, similarly to Sokolowski’s (2017) 
postulation of subjective experiences to taking moral action pending on subjective “good or bad” 
comparisons. Two participants reported examples of unethical decisions by leaders, but both 
described the experience as "they didn't want to hear what we were saying" or "they weren't 
receptive, so I won't push it any further, because nothing is being done. 
According to Teimouri, Goetze, and Plonsky (2019), angst is known as a feeling of concern, 
agitation, and dread. Angst arises when engaging in or with unspecific events, circumstances, or 
individuals.  Teimouri, Goetze, and Plonsky (2019) continued to describe the anxiety experienced 
by individuals as a way to persist, defend, and support oneself as inescapable aspects of being 
human.  
The data from the participants concerning having the courage to take moral action resulted 
in the feeling of angst. Angst allowed the participants to be cognizant of experiencing apprehension 
when they were confronted to test their moral responsibilities. Participants included multiple 
factors into their decision-making abilities while experiencing angst: the scope of their job, impact, 
expectations, and communication to have a better understanding of the situation. Chapter II 
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described various followership theories, and Kelley (1992) further explained the exemplary 
follower was the ideal follower type in his model.  
According to Kelley (1992), the exemplary follower scores high in both independent and 
critical thinking and active engagement.  This individual is considered an independent thinker who 
is willing to challenge leaders when needed.  Exemplary followers are considered actively engaged 
and willing to use their strengths to assist the organization even in the face of challenges. These 
followers will go above and beyond what is asked of them and add value to any organization. 
Exemplary followers build on relationships within the organization and use these relationships to 
navigate organizational success. The participants in this study exhibited many facets of the 
exemplary follower described by Kelley (1992) regarding having the courage to take moral action. 
Although many of the participants have not experienced an immoral decision made by their 
supervisor, all the participants displayed the courageous characteristics by displaying hypothetical 
situations in which they would challenge their supervisor and be actively engaged to benefit the 
organization.  
The Courage to Speak to Hierarchy (Situational) 
Hay-David et al. (2020) implied that followers are compelled to be courageous to challenge 
their leaders and valuing support staff by deconstructing hierarchy to inspire followers to express 
their concerns.  Hay-David et al. (2020) also advised there are increasing indications to imply that 
organizational triumphs are not solely due to leadership, but also on followership.  Support staff 
having the courage to speak to hierarchy and more specifically, courageous followership, has been 
recognized to make teams more effective.  Most participants believed that they had the autonomy 
to speak to hierarchy.  Participants connected their courage to speak to hierarchy by addressing the 
trust, encouragement, autonomy, collaboration, and confidence given to them by their supervisor.  
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Some participants admitted that they had not had the experience of having autonomy, but 
the feelings related to certain supervisors who were very hierarchical and other supervisors were 
not, but they are now. Another participant understood that their experience of speaking with 
hierarchy depended on the topic at hand. Participants who believed they had autonomy, and 
participants who believed they had no autonomy, held their courage to speak with hierarchy 
dependent on the issues, situations, and urgency.  According to the data, control, support, and 
conversation developed as codes, all of which depended on the participants "work culture and 
situation".  Therefore, situational emerged as a sub-topic for the courage to speak with hierarchy, 
recognizing the perception of elements in a particular setting to either move forward or to take a 
direction. 
Kruse (2019) described being a situational leader, or in this case, follower, as changing the 
method of the approach within levels of being demanding, understanding, or supportive 
determined by the situation.  Participants described their supervisor as someone with experience 
who might have a different approach, but the advice to a situation is what helps them grow 
professionally.  
The Courage to Listen to Followers (Strategize) 
The analyzed data from the interview question, in which participants were asked to share 
a time when their boss responded to their suggestions, illustrated the need for a comprehensive 
strategy to achieve continued goals under unclear conditions. The unclear conditions stemmed 
from various causes, including the abrupt transition to virtual learning and programming due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, a programmatic analysis of departmental initiatives and the ability to 
pool resources across the campus. 
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Bolland (2020) introduced strategy as a critical component to organizational success and 
identified strategizing as a way to benefit organizations through long-term goals. Abuzaid et al. 
(2019) suggested followers must build trust with supervisors, convey their needs to them and know 
the strengths that they can provide to the organization so that effective strategic decisions can be 
made to overcome their weaknesses.  Abuzaid et al. (2019) continued to mention that supervisors 
motivate their followers through listening to their ideas and recommendations, therefore inspiring 
strategic opportunities by different viewpoints.  Like many participants who valued the guidance 
from their supervisors to allow them to have the courage to share their ideas, participant 1 was 
clear to give credit for their “growth to occur and had great outcomes” to the trust given by their 
supervisor.  
Realizing the importance of communication and collaboration, participants strategized on 
their approach to have their supervisors listen to them.  Participants rationalized, were tactical, and 
took a team approach when describing a time their supervisors listened to them on a suggestion.  
Through strategy, participants approached suggestions to take action and streamline processes, 
which allowed them to share more information through a collaborative approach of involving the 
supervisor. They understood how their supervisor works, whether it was having a prior personal 
relationship, or able to comprehend the likes and dislikes of their supervisor. The autonomy of 
suggesting ideas and being able to implement the ideas has been connected to being able to 
strategize their approach to the need at hand, the opportunity to collaborate, or the ability to be 
flexible due to unforeseen circumstances.  
Empowerment  
Participants shared additional information about followership that resulted in thirteen codes.  
A sense of purpose, respect, appreciation, recognition, focus, and the opportunity to learn 
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materialized in the data as sub-themes that were further analyzed, leading to empowerment as a 
theme. Figure 11 shows the theme and description for additional information that participants 
shared. 
Figure 11 
Additional Followership Theme Descriptions 
 
The idea of creating buy-in from a supervisor was important to Participant 1 for followers 
to trust. Participant 1 said: 
Well, for me, I think the biggest thing is having buy-in and for followers to understand the 
purpose of what you're doing, because if a buy-in to the vision and having a shared vision 
is, I believe, something important. But if you don't have that buy-in, then I think that you’re 
kind of leading without anyone following you. It does not work without buy-in because it 
is just people are left with confusion, and they will find somebody else to follow.  
Participant 2 described professional development as a resource that should be valued 
more by supervisors.  Participant 2 highlighted the focus of education in higher education 
administration to revolve around theories, policies, and procedures, rather than what Participant 
2 considers a more valuable lesson of empowering support staff through valuing professional 
development in various forms.  Participant 3 explained that the only thing they would share is 
that acknowledgement “goes a long way.” Participant 3 said: 
Theme for Additional 
Contribution 
Description 
Empowerment:  Opportunities intended to expand autonomy in support staff to 
enable a representation of their interests in a self-determined 
way.   
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I think it is very important for a follower to get acknowledged that they're doing a good job 
or check-ins. My last boss was really good with that because it’s a whole different work 
environment. When you feel like your supervisor has your back and will listen to you and 
still going to do what is best for the institution, what is best for students, that is a good 
feeling. When the boss says, thank you and I appreciate you, and I notice that you are going 
out of your way, it makes the workplace a great place to work.  
Participant 4 focused on the passion a leader has in their day to day work. Participant 4 
believed, “Leaders that are in a role for long periods of time, lose focus of what they are there to 
do.” Participant 4 continued to say: 
I think they have to do a better job of creating passion in an environment of, especially if 
it’s like a smaller institution or not as popular as some of these other institutions, especially 
the ones that have like big names or big sports teams where, you know, a culture, campus 
culture is coming from like the custodial staff all the way through, you know, the president. 
Some of the institutions kind of miss the point, because if you have people that are 
passionate about the school that they're working at, I think it's going to, you know, transfer 
on to the way they support and serve their staff.  It is just that added kind of intangible, that 
adds that person's kind of drive to support the institution.  
The relationship between a leader and a follower was the takeaway for Participant 5.  Participant 
5 said: 
I think that the relationship between leaders and followers are so inextricably linked.  I 
don't think it's possible to have a good one of either group without a good one out the other 
group. I really do think that within leadership and followership, there is that, that 
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professional relationship of mutual respect and those sorts of things in order to really 
further the initiatives of anyone within student affairs or within a large corporation.  
Participant 6 appreciates the role of the follower and said that leaders would not be great without 
good followers.  Participant 6 added: 
Followers make it happen, man, you know, you can be the greatest leader on the face of 
the planet.  If you don't have competent, committed people to bring your vision and plan 
the path, then it won't happen, because as a leader, there's only so much you can do. I think 
having strong followers and then also for people to realize it's okay to be a follower, not 
everybody is destined to be this amazing leader. We're all leaders in our own right, in our 
household and our lives, being a leader in our given area. To be a visionary, not everybody 
is called to do that.  So, everybody has to be comfortable with their role.  
Participant 7 attributed all their growth and opportunities to the relationship [participant] 
has with the supervisor.  Participant 7 said, “Being a courageous follower has really kind of helped 
myself.  It helped me grow in my position and advance in different ways, in my leadership skills 
and my speaking skills, by having the support of my supervisor.” Participant 7 referred to their 
experiences as eye-opening to witness the changes that can be made professionally and personally, 
all due to the trust given by a supervisor.  
Participant 8 mentioned appreciation for the opportunity to trust the supervisor.  Participant 
8 recognized the encouragement to share their opinions that allowed them to grow.  Participant 9 
did not share additional information about followers or simply replied "no" when asked if there 
was anything they would like to share. 
Empowerment served as the theme that emerged from the data, and data analysis clearly 
showed that empowerment is seen in all responses as a development that challenges our 
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assumptions about how things are and how they may be in the future.  It challenges our rudimentary 
assumptions about influence, service, achievement, and prosperity. 
Study Limitations 
The researcher agrees that qualitative research was the right decision for this study, 
although qualitative research methods, including interviews, do not serve to provide solid evidence.  
As with many studies, this study had limitations, and further reliability could be given by adopting 
a mixed methodological approach.  A quantitative research method leading to statistical analysis 
could have proposed indicators to better support data obtained using only a qualitative approach. 
Another limitation with this study includes the restricted demographic of three support staff 
members in three community colleges in the Midwest.  A study using a larger and more diverse 
population to include all types of institutions of higher education (community college, four-year 
institution, private, or for-profit) would have enhanced the data. Additionally, connecting the 
viewpoints of support staff and their supervisors in student involvement areas across the country, 
rather than solely on support staff in the Midwest, may have better defined courageous 
followership in support staff. The participants contributed self-reported subjective experiences; 
therefore, validity of the examples that the participants stipulated in response to the interview 
questions were not verified. A probable research design for this case study would include the 
supervisors, although additional complexity and a problematic approach to anonymity would have 
occurred.  
Another consideration to explore is the parallel career stages of support staff working in a 
student involvement area, ranging from a clerical support person, a program coordinator, to a 
managerial position, all of which have a variety of responsibilities and expectations. A more 
94 
comprehensive study of courageous followership characteristics at specific career levels would 
have contributed to further data. 
Implications for Further Practice 
The data provides some practical implications for current and future student involvement 
professionals (followers) and supervisors (leaders). This case study may also influence the 
behavior of those who wish to advance their careers in current support roles and become leaders 
within their departments. 
This case study offers a direction to support staff concerning job responsibilities and the 
manner in which the job is being completed.  Although the concept of followership, in particular, 
courageous followership, are vital to the success of support staff members. The data postulates 
direction to support staff about professional development, and the focus to have a positive 
connection with the supervisor.  Entry level support staff can aspire to be purposeful about seeking 
a positive connection with their supervisor.  
The data indicated that participants exhibited courageous follower traits and contributed 
different subjective experiences to the accomplishment of the organization and the supervisor.  
This study provides support to supervisors to better recognize and validate the needs of support 
staff, due to the contributions of support staff to the organization. Although this study only has the 
perspective of support staff in the way they present courageous follower characteristics, it is a 
practical postulation that would also be beneficial to supervisors. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
Expanding the pool of participants, institutions, and the inclusion of all faculties of student 
affairs would contribute to a greater number of subjective experiences beyond current research. 
Since this case study focused on support staff members in student involvement departments, an 
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exploration of other departments within student affairs (student conduct, athletics, counseling, 
office for students with disabilities, among others) would be other areas of future research to 
explore to include the experiences of the student affairs division, rather than one department.  
Conclusion 
This case study sought to explore if the seven dimensions of courageous followership were 
present in support staff in student involvement departments in Midwest community colleges.  
Support staff within student involvement departments are positioned to not only assist supervisors 
but to be decision makers in a profession considered interpersonal, conversational, and connection-
based with the number one stakeholder, the students.  
The seven dimensions of courageous followership are associated with support staff who 
are dedicated, passionate and indispensable to organizational success.  Centered on the data from 
this case study, the seven dimensions of courageous followership are valuable for better 
understanding the experiences of support staff.  This research will positively validate the value of 
support staff and the significant contributions that support staff make to the organization.  Support 
staff make crucial contributions to organizational success and the success of their supervisors 
through this case study.  The data from this case study implies that employees who are confident, 
respectful, networked, communicative, flexible, and strategic by consciously connecting with their 
supervisors are courageous followers. 
As mentioned by Blair and Bligh (2018), intentions concerning the connection between a 
follower and leader determine which situation will be favorable to effective followership with 
the ambition of pioneering relevant assessments.  Principles motivated by control will discourage 
courageous followers in sharing responsibility for leadership, consequently disregarding 
leadership displayed by followers.  Support staff are not simply waiting to be led by their 
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supervisor, rather, they are effective contributors to the department’s mission and goals.  
Although the term “follower” still has a negative connotation to it, to most, they may be 
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Good morning (afternoon).  My name is Gabe Lara.  Thank you for agreeing to 
participate in this interview. The purpose of this case study is to discover how the characteristics 
of a Courageous Follower are presented in the work of support staff in student involvement 
offices at select Midwest community colleges.  For the purpose of this interview, I will use the 
term student involvement to refer to departments known as Student Life, Student Engagement, 
Student Activities, Campus Life, or any other departments focusing on co-curricular programs 
and activities for students at community colleges.        
 Ira Chaleff wrote the book, The Courageous Follower, to give followers a platform to 
support and inspire leadership.  Followers, or for this purpose, support staff, should be seen as 
partners by leadership, as they too should want organizational success. Courageous Follower 
characteristics are defined as The Courage to Assume Responsibility, The Courage to Serve, The 
Courage to Challenge, The Courage to Participate in Transformation, The Courage to Take Moral 
Action, The Courage to Speak to Hierarchy, and The Courage to Listen to Followers.  There are 
no right or wrong or desirable or undesirable answers. I would like you to feel comfortable with 
saying what you really think and how you really feel.   
AUDIO RECORDER INSTRUCTIONS  
With your permission, I will be audio-recording our dialogue. The purpose of recording is 
to get all the details while still being able to give you my full attention. All your comments will 
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remain confidential. I will be composing a report which will contain all participants’ comments 
without any reference to individuals, instead, you will be given a reference code to keep your 
anonymity.   
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS                   
Q1. Tell me about the way you “follow” tasks that your boss gives you? 
Courageous Follower Characteristics 
The Courage to Assume Responsibility                  
Q2. Tell me a time when you demonstrated initiative to take on more responsibilities? 
The Courage to Serve                    
Q3.  How do you distinguish speaking or acting on behalf of the department, and when you need 
to ask your boss first? 
The Courage to Challenge                   
Q4.  How do you process a disagreement with your boss?  Please explain.   
The Courage to Participate in Transformation              
Q5.  Has your leader asked you to improve in any particular area?  If so, how have you 
demonstrated your ability to change? 
The Courage to take Moral Action                  
Q6.  Have you ever experienced a situation where your leader made a decision that questioned 
your personal morals?  If so, what actions did you take to address your concerns? 
The Courage to Speak to Hierarchy               
Q7.  Do you feel you have the autonomy to communicate with upper level administration 
without consulting with your leader?  Please explain. 
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The Courage to Listen to Followers               
Q8. Tell me a time when your boss took action in response to your suggestions?  Please explain.  
Final Question                  
Q9. What else would you like to contribute to this important research? 
  Thank you very much for joining me this morning (afternoon). Your time is very much 
appreciated, and your comments have been very helpful. The purpose of this interview is to 
better understand students’ perceptions of their experiences inside and outside of the classroom. 
We are interested in your opinions and your reactions. In no way is this interview designed to 
individually evaluate a person’s abilities. The results of this research will provide useful 
information to engineering educators, in helping them to structure educational programs that 
students consider to be most effective and ideal in helping them through college.  
You will be kept anonymous during all phases of this study including any experimental 
writings, published or not. Procedures for maintaining confidentiality are as follows: (1) 
individual participants’ results will be pooled with group results; and (2) participants should not 
place any identifying information on data collection instruments. (Such identifiers include name, 
social security number, student identification number, specific birth data, telephone number, 
address, etc.)  
Again, thank you for participating.   
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Appendix B 
Interview Participant Email 
Dear [insert name],  
My name is Gabe Lara and I am a doctoral candidate from the College of Education at 
Southeastern University. I am writing to invite you to participate in my research study about the 
exploration of support staff in Student Involvement departments in select Midwest community 
colleges regarding the presentation of courageous followership characteristics. You're eligible to 
be in this study because you, in regard to this research, are support staff within student 
involvement areas in Midwest community colleges. I obtained your contact information from 
your community college’s website.  
If you decide to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in virtual 
interview with me to answer 9 questions regarding your role, followership, and specifically, 
courageous followership. The interview will be scheduled around your availability and should 
last no more than 45 minutes. I would like to audio record your interview and then we'll use the 
information to provide valuable data for future research.  
Remember, this is completely voluntary. If you'd like to participate or have any questions 
about the study, please email me at glara@seu.edu or the principal investigator, Dr. Leroy 
VanWhy at lvanwhy@seu.edu. 
 
Thank you very much for your consideration,  
 
Gabe Lara,  
Doctoral Candidate, College of Education, Southeastern University  
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Appendix C 
Adult Consent Form 
Southeastern University 
PROJECT TITLE: An Exploration of Courageous Followership Characteristics present in 
Student Involvement Support Staff at Select Midwest Community Colleges  
INVESTIGATORS: Dr. Leroy VanWhy (PI), Dissertation Chair / Dr. Janet Deck 
(Methodologist), and Gabe Lara (Student Investigator)  
PURPOSE: The purpose of this case study is to discover how the characteristics of a 
Courageous Follower are presented in the work of support staff in student involvement offices at 
select Midwest Community Colleges. For the purpose of this research, Courageous Follower 
characteristics are defined as The courage to assume responsibility, the courage to serve, the 
courage to challenge, the courage to participate in transformation, the courage to take moral 
action, the courage to speak to hierarchy, and the courage to listen to followers (Chaleff, 2009). 
Chaleff (2009) believed leaders nor followers can achieve ideal success without the other, 
particularly in a setting where technology and data are continuously changing.  
PROCEDURE: Participants will be asked 9 open ended interview questions. All interviews will 
be audio-recorded, and the researcher will use a thematic content analysis method by assigning 
initial codes to the data to label the content. This study is designed to last approximately 45 
minutes.  
RISKS OF PARTICIPATION: There are no known risks associated with this project which are 
greater than those ordinarily encountered in daily life.  
BENEFITS OF PARTICIPATION: Participants will have a greater knowledge of courageous 
followership, and they will contribute to future research.  
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CONFIDENTIALITY: The records of this study will be kept private. Any written results will 
discuss group findings and will not include identifiable information. Research records will be 
stored on a password protected computer in a locked office and only researchers and individuals 
responsible for research oversight will have access to the records.  
CONTACTS: You may contact any of the researchers at the following email addresses, should 
you desire to discuss your participation in the study and/or request information about the results 
of the study: Principle Investigator: Dr. Leroy VanWhy, lpvanwhy@seu.edu 
Student Investigator: Gabe Lara, glara@seu.edu  
PARTICIPANT: I understand that my participation is voluntary, that there is no penalty for 
refusal to participate, and that I am free to withdraw my consent and participation in this project 
at any time, without penalty.  
CONSENT DOCUMENTATION: I have been fully informed about the procedures listed here. 
I am aware of what I will be asked to do and of the benefits of my participation. I also 
understand the following statements:  I affirm that I am 18 years of age or older. I have read and 
fully understand this consent form. I sign it freely and voluntarily. A copy of this form will be 
given to me. I hereby give permission for my participation in this study.  
________________________________.                         _________________________  
Signature of Participant           Date  
 
